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ABSTRACT 

This paper is an attempt to locate women in the value chain of small tea 

growers and highlight the marginal positions of certain groups of women in the 

tea growing pockets of North Bengal. Drawing from relevant literature, official 

data and narratives of women STGs (Small Tea Growers), it attempts to 

highlight how different actors involved in tea value chain such as STG 

organisations, SHGs and Bought Leaf Factories are unfriendly to women STG 

entrepreneurs and hinders their social and economic mobility. The study notes 

that most of the women STGs are uneducated very small farmers with or 

without land, widowed, own account workers and workers in other farms. The 

share of women with such vulnerabilities and multiple roles is more in marginal 

groups like dalits and adivasis. Narratives of women STGs show that the 

significant actors and institutions in the STG value chain such as STG 

organisations, SHGs and BTFs are the spaces of men with status and power, 

which makes women silent and passive receivers. The gendered boundaries are 

clearly defined in most of the instances that limit the role of women even in 

organisations like the SHGs or societies that are formed for better price 

negotiations for the small holders. The paper argues that such unfriendliness 

detaches even entrepreneurial women STGs from the STG landscape. As a 

result, women are unable to participate equally in the sector and they are often 

cut off from significant information, facilities and networks, which often come 

through STG organizations and SHGs. At present the small tea grower sector is 

at a stage of establishing its own mechanisms of institutionalising and 

systematising tea production and marketing. It is therefore pertinent that the 

state in particular engages in addressing the concerns around land and gender 

within this process of institutionalisation. 
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1. Introduction and Methodology 

Tea plantations in West Bengal, like in other states such as Assam, Tamil Nadu and 

Kerala, emerged during the colonial rule with the establishment of organised estate 

sector. Among others, colonial policies and measures such as conversions of 

wastelands into tea grant land and use of indentured labour in Assam from the 

impoverished areas such as Chotanagpur Plateau were instrumental in the capitalist 

expansion of tea plantations (Mahapatra and Behal 1992; Chatterjee 2003; Rasaily 

2013). The early development trajectory of plantations of South India was also in the 

lines (Tharian 1986; Raman 2002; 2010). The post-colonial period or period of ‘neo-

colonialism’ brought about considerable changes in both organisation of production 

and production relations. A significant inducing factor for this change was the 

interventions by the Tea Board of India (henceforth TBI) to increase production in 

order to cater to foreign markets, mainly the erstwhile USSR during the early 1980s. It 

was during this period that the nucleus tea gardens emerged in the vicinity of the large 

estates in districts such as Jalpaiguri and Uttar Dinajpur in West Bengal (Rasaily 

2013). These farmlands were earlier engaged in cultivation of food crops and known 

for other forms of agricultural land use. With this the acreage under tea increased 

tremendously and by the turn of the millennium the industry ended up with one of the 

worst crises ever.1 

States like West Bengal and Assam witnessed two notable structural changes in the 

tea sector. First, these states became a significant contributor to production from the 

small holder sector (Tea Board 2008). Next is the trend of breaking down on the 

organized estate sector over a decade, largely due to the crisis, which resulted in 

closures and abandonments. Increasing international competition and structural factors 

such as poor investments in rejuvenation and replanting along with parallel growth in 

cultivation and production from the small holder sector aggravated vulnerabilities 

(Sumitha 2013). Nevertheless, the sub-sector of STGs as opposed to the organised 

estate sector has emerged as a preferable alternate mode of production. Data also 

showed that STG  sector  expanded remarkably with a growth rate of 7.76 percent 

                                                           
1 For more discussion on it please see (Action Aid 2005; Talwar et al 2005; CEC 2007; Rasaily 2008) 
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between 2004 and 2008 while share of the organised estate sector in total area 

declined by 2.01 per cent (Rasaily 2013 and see table 1). The TBI noted that in 2008 

small holder sector contributed 26.25 percent of total tea production in India2.  

 
Table 1: Distribution of area under tea in India across different ownership categories  

(in hectares) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sources: Directorate of Economics & Statistics, Ministry of Agriculture, GOI & Tea Board 
 

The STG sector, however, face several challenges. Literature has raised key issues 

such as regulation; role of agents, price-fixation of green leaf that affects the everyday 

lives of small producers in this sector (Hayami and Damodaran 2004; Das 2012; 

Hannan 2013). The case of North Bengal in the context of a shift in the production 

relations within the tea sector is examined in this paper. Such macro changes compel 

us to re-examine the social and historical processes that accentuate the vulnerables.  

Literature on gender and women in tea sector in Assam and West Bengal has been 

limited to the organised estate sector (Jain 1988; Bhadra 1992, 2004; Chatterjee 2003) 

with a scant attention given to women in the small tea grower sector as has been 

reviewed in this paper. Therefore, the literature on women farmers in India is 

reviewed to give centrality to this study. Given the changing production relations we 

have also examined the women tea growers in the small holder sector. Indicators such 

as land holding patterns among small growers; overarching factors of literacy, social 

security benefits, impact of MGNREGA provides further a context to specifically 

examine ethnicity and gender as indicators of vulnerability by focusing women STG.  

                                                           
2http://www.teaboard.gov.in/pdf/stat/Production07.pdf, Viewed on 13.08.2012.  

Year Total STG 
Estate 
sector 

2004 580696 110787 469909 

2005 607504 142985 464519 

2006 605110 154099 451011 

2007 585714 162431 423283 

2008 588238 163326 424912 

AGR 0.26 7.76 -2.01 
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Although STG’s contribution to tea production in India is steadily increasing, several 

questions with regard to the heterogeneities and complexities of this sector remain. 

One set of questions are related to ownership of land and varying degrees of 

vulnerabilities of producers with regard to the size of holding, land use and 

productivity, which determine their importance and hence negotiating power in the 

sector. There is ample literature available on the land related issues; its size, leasing 

pattern, productivity and quality (Reddy and Bhowmik 1989; Hayami and Damodaran 

2004; Das 2013; Hannan 2013). Another set of questions are related to vulnerabilities 

along markers such as ethnicity and gender. It becomes further complex when 

vulnerabilities due to land size, selling of produce and yield intersect with questions of 

ethnicity, gender and most importantly ethno-gender interfaces.  

While studying women as tea growers, in the entire trajectory of the value chain that 

begins from the producer to the consumer; the scope of this paper appears limited. It 

examines only the initial stage of this value chain wherein women as 

producers/growers are engaged with other stakeholders such as middlemen/agents, 

factory and bought-leaf factory owners, other external agencies such as self-help 

groups/committees. I have attempted to locate women as tea growers in the broader 

rubric of the literature on women farmers in India and the gender constructions vis-à-

vis ethnicity, class and other socio-economic dis (endowments). Further the study 

seeks to examine if the vulnerabilities of women are addressed in the STG value chain 

in terms of their own accessibility to the gendered space in bought leaf factories 

(BLFs), pricing and other forms of negotiations such as accessibility to government 

policies and so on. Whether STG organisations take up issues of very small STGs and 

women; if at all they are exploited at the BLFs or other places of value chain? 

Whether such organisations help in availing the benefits of the policies of government 

and so on?  



7 

 

Objectives of the Study: 

1. To understand who are the women STGs in West Bengal and the gender 

construction of STGs through the interfaces of ethnicity, social and economic (dis) 

endowments  

2. To understand their position in the STG value chain in terms of nature of 

land/lease and dependency on ‘big’ STGs  

3. To understand whether their concerns are represented in the STG organisations 

where markers of power and representations are gender, land holding, positions 

and status  

4. To examine whether ethnic minorities and other women STGs could come up and 

make their life with the existing structural and institutional framework of STG 

sector  

5. To explore ways through which the vulnerable (women and ethnic minorities) 

could be best included in the STG sector  

Methodology 

This study has primarily employed secondary data mainly the NSSO 68th Round of 

Employment and Unemployment using the NIC classification of “tea growers” to 

extrapolate and selectively profile tea growers in terms of land holding patterns, 

ethnicity/caste, education, marital status etc. These indicators are analysed to 

understand how women or are women given the space to negotiate within the existing 

gender-power matrix. A reference to the classification made by TBI of ‘small tea 

growers’ is also made in this paper. According to the TBI small holders are those who 

are holding plantation areas upto 10.12 hectares of land while the NIC classification of 

‘tea growers’ shows growers holding land upto 10 hectares (See Annexure I). 

Although data from both these sources are used to understand the magnitude of the 

problem of the producers, I have selectively used the term small tea grower in this 

paper, given its policy relevance. Other government sources such as Ministry of 

Statistics and Programme Implementation, Tea Board, Department of Labour, 
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Government of West Bengal etc., along with a review of relevant literature has been 

used to examine some of the indicators as outlined above.  

Thus, secondary literature on women farmers has been reviewed to provide a 

conceptual framework to the present study. A critical review of the existing literature 

on STG value chain, examining the composition of the STG organisations like who 

and what they are, relations of power, gender, wealth and positions etc. are examined. 

An attempt has also been made to understand if there is exclusion/inclusion of women 

as contributors to the Indian tea economy in the existing governmental policies and 

programmes for the STG sector. In order to bring out their markers of vulnerabilities 

while negotiating with the dominant male space of STG sector (including selling of 

leaves, price negotiation, bought leaf factories etc.); STG organisation members and 

some women STGs were interviewed. Select interviews with key players in the STG 

value chain were conducted in order to understand the role of big growers’ vis-à-vis 

marginal farmers and women in particular. Based on the insights from the field and 

literature reviewed, specific policy measures are outlined at the end of the paper.  

2.  Small Tea Grower Sector in the tea value chain 

The Small Tea Grower (STG) sector in India, earlier confined to Tamil Nadu has 

increased remarkably in West Bengal and Assam both in terms of acreage and 

production. In West Bengal the STG sector has shown a considerable increase 

between 2001 and 2009 with the estate sector declining by 7 percent (See Annexure 1 

and II). Tea industry has had a predominance of women workers (known for their 

dexterity in picking) in the organised estate sector. This also extends to the 

unorganised STG sector. With this and increasing contribution of the STG sector it is 

pertinent to address issues of women tea growers who were nevertheless engaged in 

subsistence farming. The demand for tea and increasing price of made tea makes it all 

the more imperative to examine the position of women tea growers in the tea value 

chain. 
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What is a value chain? 

Tea an internationally traded commodity is a key example wherein integration to the 

global economy and the production processes occurs. In this regard value chain 

analysis acts as a significant check. Kaplinsky (2000) draws a strong link between 

global integration and global inequality. He describes value chain as the ‘full range of 

activities which are required to bring a product or a service from conception, through 

the intermediary phases of production, delivery to final consumers and final disposal 

after use’ (Kaplinsky 2000: 9). He emphasises that the analytical framework of the 

value chain analysis will help in understanding the ‘determinants of global income 

distribution’ and ‘identification of effective policy levers to ameliorate the trends 

towards unequilisation’. More importantly, he draws reference to Gereffi’s (1994) 

understanding of ‘governance’3 within the value chain analysis which appears relevant 

here. Kaplinsky points out that the concept of governance will determine how and 

what terms of trade in which the producers enter the value chain and the production 

process; which, is a pertinent point for this study. Such a framework would also help 

in understanding how chains are organised and managed from the point of view of 

small tea growers. In this context, bought leaf factories (BLFs) have a central role in 

the tea value chain along with the small producers and the STG associations when 

examined on the lines of power and ethno-gender. 

Bought Leaf Factories 

An important segment in the STG value chain, which has a critical role to play in the 

lives of the STGS especially the small and marginal farmers, is the Bought Leaf 

Factory (BLF), where the actual economic exchange between the cultivator and the 

industry happens. Hannan (2013) notes based on a small sample study, that the 

dependency level of STGs to the leaf agents was 18.3 percent in West Bengal, 44.2 

percent in Assam, 26.1 percent in Tamil Nadu and 8.3 percent in Kerala. He also notes 

                                                           
3 Gereffi (1994) notes that there are key actors in the chain who take responsibility for inter-firm division of labour, and for 
the capacities of particular participants to upgrade their activities. There are therefore three forms of governance – legislative 
governance- basic rules for the participants; judicial governance- to audit and check compliances of governance and 
executive governance- to execute the rules. For details please see Kaplinsky (2000): Spreading the Gains from Globalisation: 
What can be learnt from value chain analysis? IDS Working Paper 110, pp 11-13 and Gereffi (1994): The Organisation of 
Buyer driven global commodity chains: How U.S. retailers shape overseas production networks in G. Gereffi and M. 
Korzeniewicz (eds): Commodity Chains and Global Capitalism, Praeger, London.  
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that since the growers are not well organised, there could be depressed price zone and 

stable price zone within the same physical distance during the same time period. 

Moreover leaf agents find a major share of leaf trade in the former zone with the 

encouragement by the BLFs to control the price situation (Hannan 2013: 47). The 

power structure along wealth and business conglomerates gets embedded in such 

forms of economic relations. Another factor that is responsible for the predominance 

of leaf agents as noted in a study by CUTS4 is that production by a single grower is 

insignificant for the BLF so these agents collect green leaf from a number of small tea 

gardens and sell to the BLFs. 

Das (2013) reiterates two conflicting issues with respect to the small tea grower 

sector. First, BLF owners state their inability to purchase green leaf given the 

processing limitations. Second, the same owners take advantage of the price of the 

green leaf as there is an over-supply as well as the commodity is perishable. As noted 

in his study variations in price fluctuation is much greater than that of a daily supply 

of green leaf. However, no reason appears to have been given by the BLF owners on 

price fluctuation (Das 2013:10). 

In Tamil Nadu Reddy and Bhowmik (1989) observed that the establishment of 

cooperative factories was proposed by the Plantation Inquiry Commission in 1956 

essentially to avoid dependency on the BLFs and big estates for sale of green leaf. In 

1962 the first Industrial Cooperative Tea Factory (Indco) was commissioned in 

Kundah, Niligiris. The cooperative model, although practiced in Tamil Nadu and in 

Tripura, was never replicated in the case of North Bengal. However, during the period 

of crisis, Operating Management Committees (OMCs) were formed and run by the 

workers in the closed and abandoned tea estates in North Bengal. But such formations 

remained sporadic in nature. Bhowmik (1991) however, is critical of the steps taken 

by the TBI in setting up of STGs and that it should be extended to the rural 

development agencies. He further emphasised the need for the establishment of 

cooperative factories for the betterment of the STGs. Hannan (2013) too opines in his 

                                                           
4 Tea Export and its Impact at the Grassroots (2011), CUTS, available at, http://www.cuts-citee.org/pdf/Briefing_Paper11-
Tea_Export_and_its_impact_at_the_Grassroots.pdf 
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paper that cooperative factories must go hand in hand with BLFs to enable 

smallholders for the entire production and marketing of tea. 

Organising Efforts of STGs 

There are also important initiatives of STGs that deserve mention here. The STGs in 

West Bengal are organized under different associations. The North Bengal Small Tea 

Planters Association (NBSTPA) is the oldest association in West Bengal. Also, there 

is a United Forum of Small Tea Growers Association (UFSTGA). There is also a 

federation of eight associations in Jalpaiguri, Darjeeling, Uttar Dinajpur districts of 

West Bengal including Kishanganj district in Bihar. The significant difference as 

noted in Hannan (2013) between UFSTGA and NBSTPA is that the former comprises 

of members having less than 10.2 hectares under tea cultivation (small holders)  while 

the latter has both small holders and large holders (Hannan 2013: 43). While, the 

Confederation of Indian Small Tea Growers Association (CISTA) is a national forum 

comprising of STGs representing four major tea producing states and have gained 

considerable acceptance in its functioning with the Tea Board of India.  

According to the President, CISTA the Growers Association in West Bengal under the 

umbrella organisation of CISTA, comprises of Jalpaiguri district STG Association, 

Cooch Behar district STG Association, Uttar Dinajpur STG Association and the 

Darjeeling Organic Ekta Society. Fifty-two Societies have been formed under the 

Jalpaiguri district STG Association. As mentioned earlier, such primary producer 

societies were established for improving the conditions of the STGS. At the beginning 

during 2006-2007 only 6-7 groups were formed as SHGs. At present there are fifty-

two self-help group (SHG) societies with approximately 4500 tea growers under the 

Jalpaiguri District Small Tea Grower Association. Among them only five percent own 

land less than 0.5 bighas5 and majority own 4-5 bighas of land. It is said that the BLF 

owners do not want to purchase less tea, so collectively; such societies provide a bulk 

supply of tea leaves and enable better collective bargaining with them.  

                                                           
5One bigha (measurement of land in West Bengal) is equivalent to 0.3306 acres or 0.1338 hectares. 
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Organisations of STG and their initiatives are interesting categories of study here due 

to two reasons. Firstly, the organisations of STGs can act as a platform for discussing 

their issues collectively and they have the potential to engage with significant state 

agencies. This is a facilitative role. Secondly, such significant platforms, while having 

the potential to support the small growers, can also exclude the vulnerable due to its 

power structures coming from the existing hierarchies along the lines of class, caste, 

ethnicity and gender, and hence act as significant barriers for their upward mobility. 

The questions of both its potential to facilitate and create barriers for certain people, 

hence, are important here. 

At present there are 54 BLFs in Jalpaiguri district. The majority of the BLFs are run 

by Marwari entrepreneurs and only 8-9 are owned by Bengalis. As noted by a 

member of CISTA, because of the predominance of a particular business community, 

in this case the Marwaris; the power structures get determined by wealth and the 

community as a collective6. It was also lamented by one big tea grower that they faced 

difficulties in negotiating with the BLF owners around price and production practices 

and moreover quality requirements.7 The questions of power and powerlessness 

coming out of wealth, status, caste, ethnicity and gender are relevant here as well. It is 

important to note here the entry of Marwaris as a business community in tea trade was 

significant during the 1960s when the British companies started withdrawing from tea 

cultivation (Dasgupta 1999). 

Thus, in Jalpaiguri at present there are large brokers who handle leaf collection having 

not more than 20-25 tea gardens. While there are another set of brokers under whom a 

number of small brokers who collect green leaf from 30-35 tea growers and supply it 

to the BLFs. The BLF owners get an estimate of the nature of flush8 with respect to 

rain and then fix prices accordingly. According to one STG, the green leaf should be 

currently priced at Rs 20-24/- per kilogram but the rate given by the BLFs is Rs 15 per 

                                                           
6 Thomas A. Timberg  (1978) work on the ‘The Marwaris: From Traders to Industrialists’ provides an excellent backdrop in 
understanding changes in the ownership patterns of tea estates in North India specifically. 
7Based on discussions with a big tea grower, Jalpaiguri district, 13th January ‘15. 
8 Flush connotes when the two leaves and a bud are picked through tipping, main flush, and banjhi round i.e. removing 
leaves that obstruct growth of fresh foliage. In Jalpaiguri there are seven flushes per year and each flush has three rounds of 
picking tea leaves which results in 21 rounds of picking in this area. The rates therefore are determined by the BLFs 
accordingly. More importantly it was noted by one of the brokers that the BLFs do not follow quality control and end up 
producing more than the quantum as licensed (Discussions with members of CISTA).  
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kilogram. In Jalpaiguri there are two ways of selling green leaf. One way is directly 

selling green leaf to the agents or middlemen who are usually locals i.e. Bengalis. 

These agents provide advances or loans to the tea growers who later remain 

perpetually indebted to these agents and do not have the capacity to negotiate tea 

prices and thus end up selling leaf invariably at a low price. According to one of the 

tea growers, the present rate during the lean season was Rs 3/- per kilogram of green 

leaf as given by the leaf agent and the SHG society provides the tea growers with Rs 

3.93 paisa, a difference of almost a rupee per kilogram of green leaf9. In this context, 

it is important to examine factors that disable women to enter this tea value chain 

exacerbated by gender power relations. Marginalities induced further by ethno-gender 

are examined to understand where and why they are placed in the tea value chain 

through the case of North Bengal. 

3.  Women Tea Growers in the value chain: Evidences from secondary data 

This section reviews the literature on women farmers in India and tea growers in 

particular.  Using the NSSO 70th Round data, a statistical profile of agricultural 

households in India and West Bengal on land size, social distribution of land and 

indebtedness is enumerated. According to the NSSO 70th Round (Jan- Dec 2013)10 

number of agricultural households11 is estimated at 90.2 million i.e. 57.8 percent of 

the total estimated rural households12 all India and 45 percent in West Bengal 

respectively13. Social distribution of land size reflects a) land size decreased gradually 

with 28 percent from the lowest size class (less than 0.01 hectares) to 3 percent in 10 

+ hectares14 among the Scheduled Caste agricultural households all India; b) it 

increased from the lowest to the 4th size class, i.e. 1.01-2.00 hectares but then 

gradually decreased till the highest level of 10+ hectares among the Scheduled Tribe 

                                                           
9Based on discussions with small tea growers, Jalpaiguri.  
10NSSO Report 70th Round (Jan- Dec 2013) Report on Key Indicators of Situation of Agricultural Households in India 
11Defined as household receiving some value of produce more than Rs 3000/- for agricultural activities (e.g. cultivation of 
field crops, horticultural crops, fodder crops, plantation, animal husbandry, poultry, fishery, bee-keeping, vermiculture, 
sericulture etc.) and having at least one member self-employed in agriculture either in the principal status or in the subsidiary 
status during the last 365 days; possession of land and operation of land for agricultural activities was not an essential 
condition for agricultural household NSSO 70th Round unlike the 59th Round (in p 3,, NSSO 70th round).  
12As per Land and Livestock Survey NSSO 70th Round 
13p 8, NSSO Report 70th Round (Jan- Dec 2013) Report on Key Indicators of Situation of Agricultural Households in India 
14 The classification for land size is less than 0.01 hectares, 0.01-0.04 hectares, 0.41-1.0 hectares, 1.01- 2.0 hectares, 2.01-4 
hectares, 4.01-10 hectares and 10 + hectares. For details see Statement 3, p 12, NSSO Report 70th Round (Jan- Dec 2013) 
Report on Key Indicators of Situation of Agricultural Households in India 
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agricultural households respectively. Moreover, almost 93 percent of all agricultural 

households possessed some type of land and 7 percent as ‘homestead land only’.  Out 

of all agricultural households 0.1 percent was landless and among the lowest land size 

of less than 0.01 hectares, 2.4 percent were landless while 70 percent had homestead 

land respectively15. Indebtedness was among 52 percent of all agricultural households 

all India with 51.5 percent in West Bengal16.   

Literature on women farmers sought to address the dimensions around land 

rights/entitlements; women’s invisibility of work, subordination, within the broader 

patriarchal and caste structures as exists in majority of Indian societies. And plantation 

societies are not exclusive in this regard. Krishnaraj and Kanchi’s (2008) work on 

‘Women Farmers of India’ succinctly layers out the gendered nuances of 

understanding women’s work/labour. They argue that in a situation where women’s 

role gets expanded as men are moving out of agriculture into other sectors, yet, the 

image of a farmer is ‘decidedly male’. Women’s farm work is theoretically premised 

on the social constructions of gender. For instance, they explicate that ‘what your 

entitlements depend on whether you are a man or woman, girl or boy’ (Krishnaraj and 

Kanchi 2008: 24). They question as to why should gender produce subordination of 

women? They argue that labour power is produced within the family in a ‘framework 

of personal relations dictated by kinship-conjugal ties’ and in a ‘non-contractual form’ 

(ibid: 29). Therefore, women’s work as farmers is seen as part of domestic 

responsibility. Gendered notions are reproduced through the state and its agencies as 

they are usually dominated by men and are simply ignorant of the ‘other’. Culture is 

another important medium through which gender relations are subsumed within the 

patriarchal ideologies and get exercised through beliefs and practices. Moreso, 

“kinship, family, marriage patterns determine arrangements that allocate entitlements, 

distribute social resources and specify obligations within the family by gender and 

age” they state (ibid: 25).   

Boserup’s (1970) classic work on women’s role in economic development analytically 

captures across societies, women’s levels of participation in agriculture. For instance, 
                                                           
15Ibid, p 17 
16Ibid, p 24 
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she distinguished the sexual division of labour based on nature of cultivation 

(shifting/plough) in Africa and in Asia and links its effect on migration and thus 

employment in other sectors. Through the case of the plantation sector, she notes the 

absence of participation of women in plantation work in Africa as women were 

capable of managing their subsistence farming and care responsibilities. While in 

Asia, she argues that with less dependency on subsistence farming and plough 

cultivation triggered family recruitment and migration to work in plantations in Asia. 

This could perhaps in the Indian case be contextualised in marginalities through 

landlessness, social identities as dalits and adivasis that dependency on wage labour 

and work on others’ farms were the norm. A phenomenon very much embedded in the 

traditional village societies of India. 

Duvvury’s (1989) reviewed the literature on women in agriculture in a context of 

women’s declining work participation rate and noted the intensification of women’s 

work in agriculture. She examined both women from agricultural labour households 

and from peasant households and questions whether there would be significant 

differences between the two. She cites Palmer (Palmer, 1978:7 cited in Whitehead, 

1985) who concludes that increase in female family labour in most Asian countries 

demonstrate “the ability of patriarchal authority in the peasant households to extract 

more labour from family members” (Duvvury 1989) Duvvury points out that there has 

been little research on to what extent family members can resist intensification of the 

work burden. She points out that although women may be consulted for agricultural 

decisions they do not have direct control over cash that they could demand 

expenditure on facilities that may reduce housework e.g. grain milling (ibid).  

Another set of studies located internationally, such as FAO’s (2014) report on The 

State of Food and Agriculture Innovations in family farming; categorically mentions 

that women face particular constraints in their ability to innovate and their access to 

information, inputs and services. Less capacity to incur direct, opportunity or 

transaction costs to implement new practices; smaller size of land holdings, literacy 

levels, restrictions on mobility vis-à-vis socio-cultural norms and practices and time-
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burden of women in domestic chores are some gender concerns elucidated in this 

report (FAO 2014: 41).  

FAO’s (2011) The State of Food and Agriculture report on Women in Agriculture: 

Closing the Gender Gap specifically sought out to bring forth evidence of women’s 

contribution to agriculture and the constraints they face in rural and agricultural 

enterprises. One of the important methodological distinctions that this report draws is 

between de-facto and de-jure17in the case of female-headed households (FAO 

2011:24) and evidence that the latter type of household is socially and economically 

more disadvantaged. Moreover, women are minuscule in representation as agricultural 

landholders as compared to men and the report notes that it is typical that men hold 

larger land holdings (ibid: 23). Another important factor with respect to women 

farmers, as noted in this report is the inability for women farmers to mobilise labour 

due to constraints triggered by gender and the absence of human capital. Household 

and community responsibilities also deter women from being less productive as male 

farmers and also making it difficult for them to respond to price fluctuations (ibid: 

27). The sexual division of labour makes it all the more difficult for female headed 

households to access male labour to farm on very small plots of land the report notes. 

“Adoption of improved technologies and inputs may also be constrained by women’s 

lower ability to absorb risks” apart from factors of access to land, credit, education 

and labour (ibid: 34). 

Lahiri Dutt’s (2014) study on Experiencing and coping with Change: Women-headed 

farming households in the Eastern Gangetic Plains is relevant as it draws upon 

extensive field work based on women headed households, both de facto and de jure 

but largely in the context of male outmigration and what it does to ‘feminisation of 

agriculture’. Indicators apart from the profile of respondents in select regions of 

Nepal, Bihar and West Bengal such as ownership of land, non-land assets including 

livestock, domestic, productive, financial and machines; perceptions of change in 

farming practices, general fears and worries, were analysed to understand their 

                                                           
17De facto i.e. those in which an adult male partner is working away from the household but remains involved through 
remittances and other economic and social ties. And de jure i.e. those household which do not have a male partner, such as 
women who are widowed, divorced or never married (See Box 4, p 24, FAO 2014). 
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experiences in Lahiri Dutt’s study. Women suffer from ‘time poverty’ given their 

multiple roles in managing both the household, farm and community responsibilities 

(Lahiri Dutt 2014: 27). Having access to machinery along with better seeds and 

pesticides the women responded would make them efficient farmers. Land ownership 

was cited as another factor for improving their efficiency as farmers (ibid: 41). Lahiri 

remarks that for effective policies, it is important not to compartmentalise women 

farmers and instead understand “the nuances of gender relations at the level of 

household, community by examining the relations between women and men as 

spouses, parents, community leaders and representatives, farmers and farm labourers” 

(ibid: 52).  

When we examine the case of women tea growers in such light, their vulnerabilities 

become more critical. Studies on the small tea grower sector in India are limited to the 

question of women as workers and tea growers and still less on the accompanying 

questions around gender. A review of works done by international and national 

agencies such as Traidcraft and Centre for Education and Communication (CEC) on 

the issue of sustainable development for the small tea growers reflects upon the 

engagement of the tea growers in organising activities through the formation of 

societies, regional apex bodies, state level associations and a national association 

called CISTA cited earlier. Their report (2010) based on the project period of 2006-

2009 across the four main tea producing states of India reveals that 306 producer 

societies were formed that were beneficial to 20,000 small tea growers with a better 

price realisation of green leaf. 

One of the cases in this report, of a woman tea grower cum tea society leader from 

Kuttimola/ Thalapoya Small Tea Producers society in Kerala is highlighted whereby 

on engaging in the project, she acquired the necessary training and skills towards tea 

management, was responsible for financial transactions of the society and also worked 

for the marketing team (Traidcraft 2010: 10). Although this is an important case in 

point, the nuanced gendered questions such as negotiations in the significantly male–

dominated space beyond the garden land are not addressed perhaps given the 

objectives of the project concerned. It would also be interesting to document women 
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tea growers in the tea value chain in Niligiris where STGs and cooperative factories 

were established relatively earlier than other tea producing states. 

K. Borah’s (2013) paper entitled Entrepreneurship in Small Tea Plantation: A case of 

Assam restricts to the engagement in cultivation of tea through small holdings in 

providing employment to the educated but unemployed youth across districts in 

Assam. The paper does not reflect the existing state of entrepreneurship among the 

STGs in Assam or what does entrepreneurship mean for them. It provides a general 

overview with policy recommendations for the TBI and enhancement of the rural 

economy in Assam. There is however some work on women tea growers with respect 

to formation of SHGs as a tool for empowerment. Prakruthi’s (2011) report on 

Enhancing the Opportunities for Women in India’s Tea Sector A Gender Assessment 

of Certified Tea Gardens” amongst gardens certified by Rainforest Alliance or UTZ 

certified has identified few specific gender issues in Wayanad, Kerala the area of its 

study. Apart from the patriarchal confines that determine division of work, this study 

discusses the formation of EKTA, a registered society. This society coordinates with 

426 growers in Mananthawady and WAM (Wayanad Agro Movement Tea Company 

Ltd.), a BLF set up by CST congregation. 

Members of this society need to have land ownership under tea cultivation; and 

twenty percent of the members are women. This reflects some degree of participation 

vis-à-vis women’s land ownership in this region. They however are not engaged in 

cultivation activities. Labour is usually hired from the estate sector workers while the 

men oversee the garden. In this report, there is a reference to women having access to 

SHG groups with respect to savings, income generating activities and leadership and 

entrepreneurial development. The gender dimension however has been left unexplored 

in this report. Towards a better price realisation, this society is UTZ certified. But with 

the absence of access to better market opportunities despite price realisation; 

according to this report, there is a growing sense of unease among the growers. Fewer 

BLFs has reduced competition in Mananthanwady as a result farmers are compelled to 

accept the price of green leaf as evidenced in this report. 
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It may be inferred in the light of the literature reviewed that there are possibilities for 

women to be entrepreneurs provided they receive a facilitative role from various 

quarters; the family, community and the state. But it is furthermore marked from the 

literature that gendered notions act as a significant barrier for such entrepreneurship 

with women continuing to work in a supportive familial role. The subsequent section 

highlights the predominance of women as tea growers through the NSSO (2011-12) 

data on Employment and Unemployment with a focus on the women tea growers in 

North Bengal. Using the NIC category of tea growers along with the data of cultivable 

land the NSSO data clearly reveal that most of the small holders possess land less than 

5 hectares18. It is important to identify the size of land holdings as they determine 

power relations and therefore the social, economic and political capabilities for 

negotiations. In the case of Tamil Nadu, Kerala and West Bengal, all growers possess 

land less than 2.5 hectares (see Annexure II). And moreover tea growers are also 

workers reinforcing their marginal status.  

Annexure III shows gender disaggregated data of tea growers in major tea growing 

states of India (2011-12). From this table it is evident that overall 47.7 percent of tea 

growers are women across major tea producing states in India reiterating their role in 

this industry. Across each tea producing state; specific districts for example West 

Tripura district, Tripura has the highest percent with 67 percent of women as tea 

growers; Darjeeling district, West Bengal with 58.5 percent; Tirap district, Arunachal 

Pradesh with 55.5 percent; Sibsagar district, Assam with 48.4 percent. In south India, 

women tea growers are highest in Theni district, Tamil Nadu with 53.1 percent 

compared to 22.1 percent in the district of Wayanad, Kerala. The macro data clearly 

reflect the preponderance of women tea growers thereby making it an important case 

of study. Greater predominance of women tea growers in certain districts however 

require careful examination which is beyond the scope of this study. 

Further classification of the NSSO data (2011-12) by taking the occupational category 

“workers own farm” as available in NSSO is analysed that elucidates the social 
                                                           
18As indicated in Annexure I, the tea growers based on the NSSO data are classified as under tea growers owning less than 
10 hectares of land. The inference drawn from this table is that almost all the tea growers own land less than 5 hectares 
reflecting the marginal status in terms of size of land holding that determine power and economic relations.  
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composition of women tea growers. Other indicators such as education, religion and 

marital status reflect further on their marginalities apart from the fact that these 

women, although are contributors to the economy do not have land rights and perhaps 

access to earnings from the produce. In the context of land, land ownership/rights 

among rural women in India, Jassal’s (2001) empirical work in Banda district of Uttar 

Pradesh is worth examining. She emphasises that despite commonalities of oppression 

among women; women have varied experiences given their distinct locations within 

the relations of production (Jassal 2001). These questions are further explored in the 

subsequent sections.  

As indicated in an earlier study (Rasaily 2014), women shifted from working as wage 

labour in project gardens and farming in their own land to cultivating tea in their own 

lands as ‘unpaid’ family labour. Thus a significant proportion of women, currently 

engaged as tea growers and contributors to the tea economy are compelled to make 

certain trade-offs in the tea value chain. The subsequent sections through quantitative 

and qualitative data portray the kind of trade-offs women tea growers make. Almost 

37 percent in Jalpaiguri district and 47 percent in Kooch Behar out of 2, 26, 392 tea 

growers cum workers are women (see Annexure IV). Given the historicity of this 

region; 66.7 percent are Scheduled Tribes in Jalpaiguri and hundred percent are 

Scheduled Castes in Kooch Behar (see table 1). And as table 2 indicates 26.3 percent 

of women tea growers in West Bengal are not literate, with 38.7 percent in Jalpaiguri 

and 50 percent in Kooch Behar. Their literacy levels and educational status in the 

absence of access to higher education hinder them to be able entrepreneurs. Therefore 

the chances of participating in the tea value chain gets minimised due to essentially 

two factors. First, the socially embedded gender relations in the organisation of 

production across this value chain where women if seen as agents are limited as SHG 

members for safeguarding their family economy. And second, their limitations in 

terms of literacy, marginalised identities, small holdings in a space dominated by the 

other dominant ‘castes/communities’ acts as a crucial factor in such participation. 
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Table 1: Social composition among Tea Growers cum Workers (2011-2012) 

District Social Group 

Scheduled 
Tribe (ST) 

Scheduled 
Caste (SC) 

Other 
Backward 

Castes (OBC) 

Others 

Total 

Darjeeling 
2062 
(2.88) 

3280 
(4.58) 

38416 
(53.60) 

27910 
(38.94) 

71668 
(100) 

Jalpaiguri 

150980 
(66.69) 

1300 
(0.57) 

28088 
(12.41) 

46023 
(20.33) 

226391 
(100) 

Koch Bihar 
0 23255 (100) 0 

 
23255 
(100) 

Uttar 
Dinajpur 

0 0 0 
4581 
(100) 

4581 
(100) 

Total 
153042 
(46.96) 

27835 (8.54) 
66504 
(20.41) 

78514 
(24.09) 

325895 
(100) 

Source: NSSO 68th round on employment and unemployment, 2011-12, unit level records 
Note: Figures in the parenthesis show percentage 

Table 2: Women tea growers cum workers: Education 

District General Education 

Not 
literate 

Below 
primary 

Primary Others Total 

Darjeeling 
20765 
(49.50) 

21187 
(50.50) 

41952 
(100) 

Jalpaiguri 
27306 
(38.72) 

14361 
(20.37) 

28848 
(40.91) 

70515 
(100) 

Koch Bihar 
5491 (50) 

5491 
(50) 

10982 
(100) 

Uttar 
Dinajpur 

1383 
(100) 

1383 
(100) 

Total 
32797 
(26.27) 

40617 
(32.54) 

50035 
(40.08) 

1383 
(1.11) 

124832 
(100) 

Source: NSSO 68th round on employment and unemployment, 2011-12,unit level records 
Note: Figures in the parenthesis show percentage. 

Others: Include madarsa education for Uttar Dinajpur 

Both the NSSO data of 68th and 70th Rounds corroborate the need to understand 

marginalities on the lines of intersectionality approach through the axis of ethnicity, 

caste, gender, literacy and other socio-economic influences that accentuate the 

vulnerability. In order to situate perceptions of the women tea growers’ own work and 

position in rural-agrarian turned plantation–cash crop economies; I borrow 

Crewnshaw’s (1991) concept of intersectionality here to argue that vulnerabilities 

need to be understood as “a single synthesised experience” of gender, ethnicity, 

literacy, age/marital status; land size, absence of land rights/entitlements, along with 

the invisibility of women’s economic contribution. The literature reviewed clearly 

raises whether SHGs formations as collectives, essentially results in empowering 
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women; as entrepreneurs, or just as passive SHG members. Case narratives of women 

tea growers as illustrated subsequently attempts to understand the semantics of this 

‘single synthesised experience’ in determining women growers’ position in the tea 

value chain.  

4. Institutionalised vulnerabilities of women tea growers: Excerpts from the field 

The TBI has played a key role in the setting up of small tea growers as a sub-sector in 

the Indian tea industry. Women tea growers in North Bengal have received some 

attention when they are organised into members of Self Help Groups (SHGs) or 

societies. As mentioned at the outset, the TBI had started pilot projects in North 

Bengal to meet the international demands for tea especially from erstwhile USSR. 

Likewise, the creation of Primary Producing Societies (SHGs) by the TBI during the 

Tenth Plan period (2002-2007) somewhat ensured to mitigate precariousness for the 

STGs with respect to green leaf price. Using select narratives this section 

demonstrates some of the arguments discussed earlier in this paper. These are 

locations where most of the STGs emerged as contiguous to the project tea gardens. 

Most of the women interviewed here are from the Rajbanshi community. This is a 

tribal community that earlier practiced animism and has over time converted to 

Hinduism and Christianity. They originally belonged to the Great Kamtapur that was 

divided into different states and got interspersed with other neighbouring countries 

like Bangladesh and Nepal19. Most of the Rajbanshis sold their land in return for 

permanent employment to the entrepreneurs from Bangladesh who invested in tea 

cultivation. Given this context, the subsequent paragraphs through women tea 

growers’ narratives reflect how vulnerabilities become further complex due to land 

size, selling of produce, yield intersect with questions of gender and ethnicity. The 

axioms of power, caste/ethnic backgrounds among the BLF owners, agents, tea 

growers in this area get clearly outlined. As seen from the literature reviewed, such 

complexities marked by gender and land size gets stratified and ranked along the lines 

of caste and ethnic backgrounds.  

                                                           
19 Viewed at http://wbnorthbengaldev.gov.in/htmlpage/Rajbongshi.aspx 
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Tutuli Das, a Rajbanshi, aged thirty has studied till Class VIII owns two bighas (one 

bigha is equivalent to only 1/3rd of an acre) of land. For the past nine years she has 

been cultivating tea on this land. Earlier they cultivated paddy. This land is in her 

husband’s name. In her natal family, which is not very far, she says, her elder brother 

has also started cultivating tea. She has no land in her name. According to a member 

of Jalpaiguri Small Tea Growers’ Association, women tea growers in most cases do 

not have any land entitlements. Tutuli has however joined an SHG since 3-4 years 

having eighty-two members. She says, 

‘Meetings of this group are held thrice a year. In these meetings almost fifty to sixty 
people are present of which hardly 3-4 women are there. Mostly men dominate and 
women are hardly present or represented. Men talk about tea, quality, pricing, 
pesticides, cutting/pruning and discuss about the price realisation of green leaf…’20 

 

So far she has attended such meetings twice. What is important to note here is her 

silence that not only reflects her submissiveness, but makes her a passive participant. 

She only listens, rarely speaks. The purpose of SHGs for most of the women is diluted 

with its skewed gender representation and participation against women. Her problems, 

however, are several. Her children are young and studying. In their two bigha land she 

cultivates tea with 2-3 hired labour. In the absence of her husband, she sells green 

leaves to the broker as she gets an advance from him. As she is literate, she does 

maintain accounts and does all the ‘signing’ as she says. She helps her children with 

their studies too. Along with the passiveness, here is a case where the possibility of 

enhancing her skills through training and motivation would perhaps enable her as an 

entrepreneur that the TBI in some way envisages through its various activities. The 

absence of such possibilities is relegated under the assumption that women must 

participate in household economic activities as a familial responsibility.   

While Rina Rai, a 35 year old Rajbanshi hires 3-4 labour for picking, has been 

cultivating tea for the last 13-14 years on her father-in-law’s three bigha land. In a day 

she picks on an average fifty kilograms of tea working from 8 am till 3 pm apart from 

her domestic responsibilities. She supervises the workers while in the field and even 

manages the accounts in her husband’s absence. But like Tutuli she does not seem to 

                                                           
20Interview with Tutuli Das, Jalpaiguri 4th January 2015 
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interfere in the business of tea. Her husband, as she says, shares the day to day 

business around production, sale of green leaf, profit and loss. She noted that even if 

she feels like going for the committee meeting domestic responsibilities deter her. Her 

children too are young and are studying. She visits the bazaar sometimes but refrains 

from buying things for her husband and children as they do not like her ‘choice’ so 

she prefers that they buy for her instead. Her husband does the spraying and purchase 

of chemicals/medicines, etc. There is a clear gendered division of labour that operates 

in almost all family farms. Her family earns Rs 2000-2500 weekly from the sale of 

green leaf. They earlier had a business of poultry farm which now requires repair. She 

says she knows how to calculate and her husband takes the account from her. She says 

“family is not just his, its mine too”. She says that she has to do the things that she 

does not want to do, but then she has to do.21 

The thresholds appear to be clearly defined and limited for these women as they work 

as unpaid labour and are unable to prioritise their need to engage and understand what 

it would mean to be an entrepreneur, as an SHG member or even as a direct 

beneficiary under TBI. It appears that women such as Tutuli and Rina would perhaps 

be active members of the SHG and given a chance would participate and engage like 

the female leader in Kuttimola/ Thalapoya Small Tea Producers society in Kerala but 

are constrained by various factors. According to the Annual Report (2009-10), out of 

15, 7504 small tea growers, only 20.5 percent of the small growers are registered as 

elucidated in table 3 while there is a hundred percent registration of big growers. The 

percent of unregistered small growers were as high as 93 percent in Assam, 90 percent 

in West Bengal and 85 percent in Tamil Nadu. A gender disaggregated data by the 

TBI could perhaps further add to some of the statistics already highlighted in this 

paper.  

 

 

 

                                                           
21Interview with Rina Rai, small tea grower, Jalpaiguri, 13th Jan 2015 
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Table 3: State–wise number of small growers registered with the Tea Board of India 

State  Estimated total number (2008) Registered with Tea Board 
(2010) 

Assam 64597 4561 
West Bengal   9990 1032 
Tripura  1410 3378 
Arunachal Pradesh  36 57 
Manipur 427 490 
Sikkim 3 0 
Nagaland 1451 3354 
Meghalaya 1013 72 
Mizoram  269 1360 
Uttarakhand 70 0 
Himachal Pradesh 3695 0 
Bihar  980 154 
Total (North India) 83941 14458 
Tamil Nadu 68147 10404 
Kerala 5402 7412 
Karnataka 14 14 
Total (south India) 73563 17830 

Total (All India) 157504 32288 
Source: Tea Industry, Annual Report 2009-10, available at, 
http://www.wbidc.com/images/pdf/annual_report/annual_report-09-10/Tea-Industry.pdf 

 

There are also women like Gyanobala Rai and Shanti Das who are oblivious about the 

TBI and its activities and are dependent on the leaf agents for the sale of green tea. As 

one of the CISTA members and a big tea grower notes, almost eighty percent of the 

tea growers sell green leaf through the middlemen. One of them is Gyanobala Rai, 

aged 35 years sells her green leaf to the agent as she has taken advance from him. She 

cultivates her one acre garden alone. She has two sons and both work outside West 

Bengal. She does not hire outside labour as she cannot afford it. She toils herself in the 

garden and is in the mercy of the leaf agent to whom she sells her green leaf.22 Such 

economic dis-endowment exacerbates their powerlessness vis-à-vis the axis of ethno-

gender. The absence of male labour and her inability to hire them reduces her ability 

to absorb the risks and price fluctuations. Moreover, not having access to resources, 

especially land, makes them heavily dependent on the leaf agents to mitigate the 

crisis. As the NSSO 70th Round data revealed 45 percent of agricultural households in 

West Bengal are in debt.  

                                                           
22Interview with Gyanobala Rai, tea grower, Jalpaiguri, 12th Jan 2015 
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Shanti Das, aged 40 who is a tea grower herself, but had never heard about Tea Board 

of India and its activities. She works on her farm of one bigha without any hired 

labour. She does not feel like going to any of the meetings as she gets very tired after 

field labour. Her husband is a member of the SHG and the land is in his name. She has 

three sons who work outside the farm. The eldest son works in a tea factory, the other 

at a furniture shop while the youngest works as a fitter in a ‘bike-repair’ shop. Lately 

they earned only Rs 5-7 per kilogram of green leaf and during the festivals of 

Dusherra according to her it increases to Rs 10-12/- per kilogram.23 

However, as some cases illustrate there has been some relief for the STGs with the 

formation of SHGs and Societies from where they get a better price as compared to 

the leaf agents. Babli Sarkar, a widow aged 55 years who had earlier worked in a 

project tea garden and since the last 14-15 years has been cultivating tea in her in-laws 

three acre land says that she sells green leaf through an SHG called Koorunjaan STG 

SHG where she is a member along with 81 others. She pays an annual membership of 

Rs 300 to this society. According to her the rate this year per kilogram of green leaf 

varied from Rs 14-14.50 per kilogram.24 The previous year in 2013 the rate was Rs 

12.96 per kilogram of green leaf. For transport they are charged Rs 0.50 – 0.80 per 

kilogram of green leaf transported. Labour costs her Rs 100/- per day with a tikka of 

20-25 kilograms depending on the foliage. She usually hires three workers, but during 

heavy foliage, she hires 4-5 and sometimes even 10 workers and pays them @ Rs 4 

per kilogram of leaf picked. On every Wednesdays she gets paid by the society 

depending upon the quantum sold. They also receive Rs 2 per kilogram as incentives 

from the BLF to whom the leaf is supplied through the society. Tea as compared to 

paddy according to her is more remunerative as there is a return during 8-10 months 

unlike paddy. 

She says that the land, although is in her father-in-law’s name, her husband has a 

share and her brother-in-laws do not live in this area. They, however do not have any 

documents pertaining to the land. She says that her elder son takes charge of handling 

accounts and pricing; supplying raw materials for the tea garden. He attends the 

                                                           
23Interview with Shanti Das, small tea grower, Jalpaiguri, 3rd Jan 2015 
24Interview with Babli Rai, small tea grower, Jalpaiguri, 3rd Jan 2015 
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meetings and is the Executive member of the SHG. She does not attend any meeting. 

She prefers to stay at home. She has never been to a bought leaf factory either. 

Although her household earnings are comparatively better given the larger land 

holdings, her negotiations are limited within the household and rarely extend 

beyond.25Thus, for majority of women small tea growers, economic transaction ends 

with the leaf agent.   

Members of the STG Association committee argue that women, because of the social 

conditions, do not wish to come forward and participate actively in meetings and 

discussions. One of the factors is perhaps the absence of women in leadership 

positions to be able to encourage and motivate women in tea management discussions. 

The SHG sector in West Bengal is presently at a stage wherein both price and market 

are the key concerns. Engagement of women tea growers like Tultuli Das with BLF 

agents across the value chain is intermittent and inconsistent. Women tea growers also 

shared that they were not eager to  convert to paddy or food grain production as tea, 

despite the seasonal shortfalls, is  more profitable and less ‘labourious’ as compared to 

paddy or jute. Another important issue is that women as widows continue to work in 

the farms of their husband’s families despite the fact that they do not have land rights. 

This was found to be very common in the case of small and marginal tea growers in 

Jalpaiguri and was likewise reported by the association members.  

The NSSO data 2011-12 reflect that a significant percent of women tea growers are 

widowed. It is found to be highest in Kooch Bihar with 50 percent, Darjeeling - 45.6 

percent and Jalpaiguri - 20.9 percent respectively.26 Their vulnerabilities as widows 

get reinforced by ethnicity, low literacy levels and get worsened with absence of land 

entitlements on which they cultivate. Entitlements, access to resources get determined 

by family, marriage, kinship-conjugal ties (Krishnaraj and Kanchi 2008) and appear to 

be true for this section of women tea growers.  

Small farm size is one of the significant factors that perpetuate dependence on the leaf 

agents or middlemen and indirectly the big growers for the STGs across gender. These 

agents charge a commission from both the grower and the BLF owner. Moreover, they 
                                                           
25Ibid. 
26For further details please see Rasaily (2014): op.cit, p 32.  
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also provide transportation of the green leaf to the BLF, which is an additional factor 

for the dependency of small and marginal farmers. Such selling practice results in 

exclusion of the vulnerable as they are bound by the prices dictated by the leaf agents. 

This could perhaps be attributed to the extension of advances practiced by leaf agents 

to the growers - an indirect form of bondage. But it gets accentuated with conditions 

such as widowhood and women’s inability to hire male labour. Women perhaps are 

left with no choice but to retain this system of selling arrangement as it provides them 

a source for meeting financial needs given the absence of access to other formal 

institutions. Absence of control over cash or women’s own inability in decision-

making hinders them to assume SHG membership. Moreover, given their ‘visible’ 

marginalities in terms of farm size; absence of male members to support and negotiate 

(both as widows and sons migrating for employment), compel women tea growers to 

be entirely dependent on the leaf agents.      

Such narratives resonate the multiple layers of marginalities faced by the women tea 

growers. Moreover, situations of power as reflected through wealth, status and caste, 

perhaps of not just the BLF owners and leaf agents, but also the members of the STG 

Associations; and powerlessness seem to intersect along the lines of gender and 

ethnicity. The narratives clearly illustrate that women are unable to participate equally 

in the sector and are often cut off from significant information, facilities and networks, 

which very often come from the STG organisations and SHGs. ‘Time poverty’ as 

elucidated by Lahiri Dutt (2014) and the perpetuation of patriarchal ideology through 

various agencies as argued by Krishnaraj and Kanchi (2008) end up relegating the 

position of women tea growers in two ways. First, the structure of the industry itself, 

where there is male-dominance in places like the BLFs, as leaf agents, 

middlemen/money lenders, credit institutions, STG associations and perhaps the TBI 

wherein gender issues are rarely  considered. And second, women tea growers have 

taken up this economic responsibility of farming as part of their domestic ‘space’ and 

care responsibility towards the family. This imaginary sense of empowerment vis-à-

vis SHGs societies exists nonetheless only to reproduce the existing differences of 

power, class, caste, ethnicity and gender. 
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5. Concluding Remarks 

In my analysis I would like to underline a few things here. What I began with as 

gendered spaces as undeniably socially construed; it is in fact a mere abstraction, as 

STG associations, SHG societies and BLF factories where economic transactions 

occur, are concrete ‘places’ dominated by the ‘other’.27 Here decision making, market 

situations and other aspects are deliberated and determined essentially by the members 

(male) of the STG associations, SHG societies, BLF factory owners/agents with 

almost a complete non-participation of women(even as members in few cases) in 

either of these domains. Formation of self-help groups or societies for women may 

perhaps been seen as furthering isolation of women producers from the mainstream 

such as the STG associations. The women tea growers thus, despite the formation of 

SHG/societies, are reminded of their ‘space’ with its limitations. When we choose to 

study the case of tea growers, we are once again left to address the fundamental 

questions of vulnerabilities on account of ethnicity, gender and socio-economic 

(dis)endowments which have remained unaddressed by respective state agencies.  

Whether the present system adequately includes the vulnerable in the STG sector? The 

vulnerable here include the ethnic minorities, women (single, old, SC, ST), landless 

but cultivating in leased lands and very small cultivators. How do the institutional 

systems view the subalterns in this sector? Would a model like the Kenya Tea 

Development Association (KTDA)28 be possible in the Indian context and if not, to 

what extent would the Tea Board of India single handedly be able to assist STGs? Is a 

Directorate for Small holders under the TBI still envisaged? Or are we still grappling 

with questions of patriarchy, choice, literacy, decision making and thus empowerment. 

Moreover to what extent SHG as an organised category actually empowers women tea 

growers is a far-fetched question.  

                                                           
27 For detailed discussion, see S. Raju (2011) who categorically posits distinction along the lines of gender, space and place. 
See Chapter 1 for more details. 
28 Kenya Tea Development Association (KTDA) a privatised business model for the small tea growers in Kenya uses various 
methods for example, maintain a standard quality by plucking ‘two leaves and a bud’, fertilizer credit scheme and  to 
enhance the tea value chain. Of course the recent regulatory changes in Kenya require a separate examination as reflected in 
Kimathi, Charles K. and Francis M. Muriuki, ‘A Showcase of Smallholder Agriculture in the EAC: The Case of the 
Smallholder Tea Sector in Kenya’, available at, http://www.kilimotrust.org/documents/Final%20Papers%20-
%20PDFs/12.%20%20Mr.%20Kimathi%20and%20Mr.%20Muriuki%20-
%20Showcase%20of%20Smallholder%20tea%20sector%20in%20Kenya.pdf 
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It is evident from this paper that the STGs as an organised body of small growers and 

the SHGs or societies as beneficiaries do reflect the power structures coming from the 

existing hierarchies which although have the potential to facilitate but can also 

exclude the vulnerables. I argue here that although the STG as a sector is grappling to 

build around issues of price formation, marketing and tea management in lieu of the 

growing competition, the TBI given their priorities attached to this sector can enable 

entrepreneurship among women tea growers in North Bengal as a pilot exercise, to 

begin with, across various levels as discussed subsequently.  The processes initiated 

by the TBI for introducing identification or smart cards towards registration of 

beneficiaries under the Board29 are examples of it. There have been laudable efforts by 

the GOI in addressing concerns of this emergent sector as evident from the 102nd 

Report of the Department related Parliamentary Standing Committee on Commerce, 

(2012) on the ‘Performance of Plantation sector- Tea and Coffee Industry’.  

‘The committee welcomes the initiative of issuing the Identity card to the small growers for 

enabling them avail the assistance. The committee however is of the view that these cards do 

not solve the moot problem since a significant number of small growers do not have 

documentary evidence as to the legal ownership of the land. The Committee desires the 

department to engage the state governments on this issue and find out a workable solution to 

the problem of small growers with no land pattas’ (Report 2012 pp 40-41).   

The state government must give urgent attention to such recommendations in order to 

improve this industry. A baseline survey to document the small growers’ land size and 

its use and problems in the absence of land deeds must be executed by the respective 

state agencies. This is a structural issue that has plagued the small tea grower sector 

and the estate sector likewise. And given the political economy of this region i.e. 

North Bengal the issues surmounting land and entitlements are much larger and 

cannot be addressed without a political will.  

The present institutional frameworks are constrained in terms of addressing 

vulnerabilities as methodically understood from the intersectionality approach in this 

study. However, the sheer magnitude of women’s work participation in this sub-sector 

necessitates specific policy measures, particularly at two levels – institutional and 

community. First and foremost at the institutional level, the TBI with the support of 

local stakeholders (STG associations) must improve its outreach facilities to such 

                                                           
29 Having a land deed was an earlier requirement for a beneficiary under the TBI. 
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pockets of tea cultivating areas. This calls for revising and strengthening the existing 

extension services and activities keeping in mind women’s participation and therefore 

the gender concerns. Secondly, the TBI with the assistance of various other 

government agencies must strengthen the existing SHGs/societies to enable women 

tea growers to develop as entrepreneurs by providing them rudimentary technical 

knowledge and assistance. As noted in FAO (2014) extension services must be 

“flexible and accommodate local needs including gender dimensions and needs of 

women farmers” and “avoid skewedness of public expenditure to large scale farmers”. 

This would bring about inclusive development in the tea industry. And thirdly, 

formation of cooperative factories as in the Niligiris could perhaps be adopted with 

the tea growers as stakeholders that would bring about sustainability and also free the 

growers from the informal debt bondage. This undoubtedly is linked to and 

necessitates provision of institutional credit and technical support mechanisms from 

respective state agencies. It also directly compels to address the question of absence of 

land documents.  

All such participatory models would demand ‘time’ from the women tea growers, 

which as the narratives and literature reviewed substantiates the constraints women 

have in terms of ‘time poverty’. Social support systems with inclusive participation of 

both men and women could be created at the community level of tea growers of 

SHGs/societies that could perhaps address few constraints through labour pooling, 

extension of small loans to mitigate crisis and so on. The community must take the 

responsibility to ensure that women tea growers are adequately represented as office 

bearers in the SHGs/Societies, cooperatives and importantly the STG associations. 

Care must be taken that there is gender parity at each level. By engaging women tea 

growers in strengthening the activities of the primary producer societies and STG 

associations would inevitably bridge the gender gap and those between policy makers 

and beneficiaries. It would further augment TBI’s role in the tea value chain.   
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Annexure I 

Tea growers and Cultivated land 

    
0 to 2.5 
hectares 

2.5 to 5 
hectares 

5 to 7.5 
hectares 

7.5 to 10 
hectares Total 

Rural 
Arunachal 
Pradesh 0 

247 
(37.71) 

408 
(62.29) 0 655 

  Tripura 
16069 

(98.49) 0 0 
246 

(1.51) 16315 

  Assam 
431805 
(97.34) 

7004 
(1.58) 

2408 
(0.54) 

2408 
(0.54) 443625 

  West Bengal 
62239 
(100) 0 0 0 62239 

  Kerala 
48810 
(100) 0 0 0 48810 

  Tamil Nadu 
43039 
(100) 0 0 0 43039 

   Total 
601962 
(97.93) 

7251 
(1.18) 

2816 
(0.46) 

2654 
(0.43) 

614683 
(100) 

Urban Tripura 
3245 
(100) 0 3245  

  Assam 
938 

(39.12) 
1460 

(60.88) 2398 

  Tamil Nadu 
24395 
(100) 0 24395 

   Total 
28578 

(95.14) 
1460 

(4.86) 
30038 
(100) 

Source: NSSO 66th round on employment and unemployment, 2009-10, calculated 

 

Annexure II 

 Estate sector in (total –small tea grower segments), West Bengal (2001 &2009) 

Major 
District 2001 (in hectares) 2009 (in hectares) 

  Total STG 
Estate 
Sector Total STG 

Estate 
Sector 

Estate Sector 
Percentage 
change(2001-
2009)  

Darjeeling 70519 2077 68442 70519 3782 66737 -2.49 

 Jalpaiguri 122219 7084 115135 122219 9691 112528 -2.26 

Total (WB) 200570 23532 177038 200570 35999 164571 -7.04 

Source: Directorate of Economics & Statistics, Ministry of Agriculture, GOI & Small Tea Growers Association, 
WB, compiled and estimated 
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Annexure IV  

Tea Growers across Gender in Major Tea Growing States of India (2011-12) 

State/District Male Female Total 

Arunachal Pradesh 
Lohit 992 (72.83) 370 (27.17) 1362 (100) 

Changlang 796 (78.89) 213 (21.11) 1009 (100) 

Tirap 1116 (44.50) 1392 (55.50) 2508 (100) 

Total 
2904 (59.52) 1975 (40.48) 4879 (100) 

Tripura  
West Tripura 2934 (33.01) 5953 (66.99) 8887 (100) 

North Tripura 2329 (85.69) 389 (14.31) 2718 (100) 

Total 5263 (45.35) 6342 (54.65) 11605 (100) 

Assam 
Lakhimpur 7804 (100)  - 7804 (100) 

Tinsukhia 66246 (64.04) 37201 (35.96) 103447 (100) 

Dibrugarh 84381 (65.73) 44001 (34.27) 128382 (100) 

Sibasagar 58770 (51.63) 55051 (48.37) 113821 (100) 

Jorhat 59693 (58.54) 42269 (41.46) 101962 (100) 

Golaghat 19177 (52.62) 17266 (47.38) 36443 (100) 

Cachar 54636 (97.5) 1379 (2.5) 56015 (100) 

Sonitpur 64420 (51.8) 59903 (48.2) 124323 (100) 

Total 415127 (61.76) 257070 (38.24) 672197 (100) 
West Bengal 
Darjeeling 29717 (41.46) 41952 (58.54) 71669 (100) 

Jalpaiguri 142865 (63.11) 83526 (36.89) 226391 (100) 

Koch Bihar 12273 (52.78) 10981 (47.22) 23254 (100) 

Uttar Dinajpur 3198 (69.81) 1383 (30.19) 4581 (100) 

Total 188053 (57.70) 137842 (42.30) 325895 (100) 
Kerala 
Wayanad 14700 (77.91) 4167 (22.09) 18867 (100) 

Idukki 11003 (80.80) 2614 (19.20) 13617 (100) 

Total 25703 (79.13) 6781 (20.87) 32484 (100) 
Tamil Nadu 
Theni 21459 (46.92) 24280 (53.08) 45739 (100) 

Nilgiris 71068 (54.32) 59765 (45.68) 130833 (100) 

Coimbatore 
5600  
(50) 

5600 (50) 11200 (100) 

Total 98127 (52.26) 89645 (47.74) 187772 (100) 
 

Source: NSSO 68th round on employment and unemployment, 2011-12, calculated 
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