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Abstract: 

This study examines the socio-economic conditions and labour rights of tea garden workers 
in Assam, India. Despite the state's prominence in global tea production, tea garden 

workers continue to face numerous challenges, including low wages, poor living conditions, 

inadequate healthcare, and limited access to education. Drawing on qualitative interviews 
with 15 workers from various tea estates, the research provides an in-depth understanding 

of the workers' daily struggles. The findings reveal that most workers earn wages below the 

statutory minimum, leading to financial hardship and perpetuating a cycle of poverty. 
Inadequate housing, lack of clean water, and poor sanitation contribute to widespread 

health issues, with limited medical facilities available. Additionally, many workers report 

being subjected to abusive treatment by supervisors, and formal channels to address 

grievances are often ineffective. The study also highlights the limited access to education 
for workers' children, forcing many into the labour force at an early age. Despite existing 

labour laws like the Plantation Labour Act of 1951, enforcement remains weak, and 

workers' rights continue to be violated. This paper calls for stronger legal protections, 
better wage regulation, and improved access to essential services such as healthcare and 

education. Addressing these issues is critical to improving the lives of tea garden workers 

and ensuring sustainable development in Assam’s tea industry. 
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14.1 Introduction: 

The tea industry in Assam, India, is a significant contributor to both the state's economy and 

the global tea market. Assam alone accounts for more than half of India’s tea production, 

making it one of the world’s largest tea-growing regions. Despite this economic importance, 

the tea garden workers who form the backbone of the industry remain among the most 

marginalized and exploited labor forces in India.  
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These workers, often hailing from tribal communities brought to Assam during colonial 
times, face severe socio-economic hardships that have persisted for generations. The tea 

plantations, established during the British colonial period, continue to operate under 

exploitative labor conditions, with many workers earning below the statutory minimum 
wage and living in substandard conditions. According to a report by Oxfam (2019), the 

average daily wage for tea workers in Assam is ₹167, which is far below the living wage 

required to meet basic needs such as food, shelter, and healthcare. This wage is not only 

insufficient for workers to sustain their families but also reflects a broader issue of systemic 
exploitation within the tea industry. Moreover, women, who constitute over 50% of the 

workforce in Assam's tea gardens, are disproportionately affected, often receiving even 

lower wages than their male counterparts and facing additional challenges such as sexual 
harassment and lack of maternity benefits (Oxfam, 2019). In addition to wage-related issues, 

the housing provided by tea plantation owners is often inadequate, with many families living 

in overcrowded, dilapidated homes without access to clean drinking water or proper 
sanitation facilities. A study by the Centre for Research on Multinational Corporations 

(SOMO) in 2016 found that 47% of households in Assam’s tea gardens do not have access 

to toilets, leading to significant health risks, including the spread of waterborne diseases 

such as cholera and diarrhea. Furthermore, the healthcare facilities provided by tea estates 
are typically under-resourced, with many workers forced to travel long distances to access 

medical care. The healthcare issue is exacerbated by the prevalence of occupational health 

hazards in tea gardens, including exposure to harmful pesticides, long hours of physical 
labor, and a lack of protective equipment, which results in chronic health conditions such 

as respiratory problems, musculoskeletal disorders, and pesticide poisoning (Bhowmik, 

2020). In spite of the Plantation Labour Act of 1951, which mandates that plantation owners 

provide workers with essential services like housing, healthcare, and education, the 
enforcement of these regulations is often lax, and violations are widespread. A survey 

conducted by the Indian Labour Journal (2021) revealed that only 38% of tea gardens in 

Assam fully comply with the provisions of the Plantation Labour Act, leaving the majority 
of workers without the protections they are legally entitled to. The education of workers' 

children is another critical issue, as most tea estates do not provide adequate educational 

facilities, and many children are forced to leave school at an early age to join the labor force. 
A report by Save the Children (2018) estimated that nearly 35% of children aged 10-14 in 

Assam’s tea gardens are engaged in child labor, perpetuating a cycle of poverty and 

illiteracy. The lack of educational opportunities further entrenches the socio-economic 

marginalization of tea garden workers, limiting their ability to seek better employment 
opportunities outside the plantations. Additionally, the workers' rights to form unions and 

demand better working conditions are often suppressed by both plantation owners and local 

authorities. In many cases, workers who attempt to organize are subjected to intimidation, 
threats, and even violence. Despite the existence of trade unions, many are co-opted by the 

tea industry, rendering them ineffective in advocating for workers' rights. A report by the 

International Labour Organization (ILO) in 2020 highlighted that tea garden workers in 
Assam are among the least unionized labor forces in India, with only 25% of workers 

affiliated with active, independent unions. The power imbalance between the workers and 

plantation owners is further exacerbated by the workers' lack of access to legal aid and 

formal grievance mechanisms. In cases of labor rights violations, workers often have no 
recourse to justice, as legal processes are either too expensive or inaccessible to them. This 

situation has led to widespread labor rights abuses, including forced overtime, non-payment 

of wages, and the denial of maternity benefits for women workers (ILO, 2020).  
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In light of these issues, various non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and labor rights 
groups have been working to improve the living and working conditions of tea garden 

workers in Assam. Organizations like the Ethical Tea Partnership (ETP) and Oxfam have 

been advocating for fair wages, better healthcare, and education for tea workers, while also 
pressuring international tea brands to ensure that their supply chains are free from labor 

exploitation. However, progress has been slow, and many workers continue to live in abject 

poverty. The Assam government has also launched initiatives aimed at improving the 
welfare of tea garden workers, including the provision of subsidized housing, healthcare, 

and educational programs. In 2021, the state government announced a wage hike for tea 

garden workers, raising the minimum wage from ₹167 to ₹217 per day. While this increase 

was a step in the right direction, it still falls short of the living wage required for workers to 
lead a dignified life. Additionally, the implementation of this wage hike has been 

inconsistent, with many workers reporting that they have not yet received the promised 

wage increase (Indian Labour Journal, 2021). The Assam tea industry’s reliance on cheap 
labor has created a complex socio-economic dynamic that is difficult to unravel. While the 

tea gardens remain a vital part of the state’s economy, they also serve as a stark reminder of 

the exploitative labor practices that continue to thrive in the global supply chain. As the 
demand for ethically sourced products grows, international tea brands and consumers must 

play a more active role in ensuring that the rights of tea garden workers are protected. This 

study aims to shed light on the challenges faced by tea garden workers in Assam and to 

advocate for stronger legal protections, better enforcement of labor laws, and greater 
corporate accountability in the tea industry. Addressing these issues is essential not only for 

improving the lives of workers but also for ensuring the sustainability of Assam’s tea 

industry in the global market. 

 

Figure 14.1: Visual Representation of Labor and Economic Conditions of Tea 

Garden Workers in Assam 
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14.2 Background of the Study: 

The tea industry in Assam, India, has long been a cornerstone of the state’s economy and a 

significant player in global tea production. However, the industry's economic success has 

historically been built on the exploitation of tea garden workers, a large majority of whom 

are descendants of tribal laborers brought to Assam during British colonial rule. These 
workers have remained marginalized, facing low wages, poor living conditions, and 

inadequate access to essential services like healthcare and education. Despite the enactment 

of the Plantation Labour Act of 1951, which mandates that plantation owners provide basic 
amenities, enforcement has been weak, and violations of labor rights are widespread. Many 

tea garden workers earn below the minimum wage, live in overcrowded and unsanitary 

housing, and suffer from health conditions related to their harsh working environments. 
Additionally, women workers face gender-specific challenges, such as lower wages and 

lack of maternity benefits. The persistence of these issues reflects deep-rooted systemic 

exploitation within the tea industry, perpetuating a cycle of poverty among workers and 

their families. While several non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and international 
agencies have advocated for better labor conditions, progress has been slow, with many tea 

garden workers continuing to live in precarious conditions. This background highlights the 

need for a comprehensive understanding of the socio-economic challenges faced by 
Assam’s tea garden workers and underscores the importance of stronger legal frameworks, 

better enforcement, and corporate accountability to improve their living and working 

conditions. 

14.3 Need and Significance of the Study: 

The need for this study arises from the ongoing socio-economic exploitation and 
marginalization of tea garden workers in Assam, despite the state's prominence in global 

tea production. These workers, who form the backbone of the industry, have been 

historically neglected, with their rights frequently violated and their voices unheard. The 

significance of this research lies in its potential to shed light on the dire living and working 
conditions faced by these workers, many of whom earn wages far below the national 

minimum and live in impoverished, unsanitary environments. Although legislation such as 

the Plantation Labour Act of 1951 exists to protect their rights, the lack of enforcement and 
accountability has led to widespread non-compliance, leaving workers without the basic 

amenities of housing, healthcare, and education. This study is crucial in addressing the 

systemic challenges that perpetuate poverty, poor health, and limited educational 
opportunities among tea garden workers, who are often trapped in an intergenerational cycle 

of exploitation. By highlighting the gender-specific issues faced by women, including wage 

disparities, sexual harassment, and the absence of maternity protections, the research aims 

to emphasize the need for gender-sensitive reforms within the tea industry. Furthermore, 
this study's significance extends to the broader goal of social justice, as it advocates for 

stronger labor protections, equitable wages, and improved living conditions. Given the 

increasing global demand for ethically sourced products, this research is timely and 
relevant, as it can inform both national policymakers and international tea brands on the 

importance of fair-trade practices and corporate social responsibility. In doing so, it calls 

for greater transparency in supply chains and increased pressure on tea companies to ensure 

that their profits are not built on the exploitation of vulnerable workers.  
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Ultimately, the study’s findings will be essential in guiding reforms aimed at creating 
sustainable livelihoods for Assam’s tea garden workers and ensuring that their rights are 

upheld in accordance with national and international labor standards. 

 

Figure 14.2: Challenges and Gaps in the Socio-Economic Landscape of Tea Garden 

Workers in Assam 

14.4 Review of Related Literature: 

The labour conditions of tea garden workers in Assam have been the subject of extensive 

research over the years, focusing on various aspects of socio-economic exploitation, labour 

rights, and living conditions. Bhowmik (2020), in his study titled "The Occupational Health 
Hazards of Tea Plantation Workers in Assam," examined the severe health risks faced by 

workers due to long working hours, exposure to harmful pesticides, and lack of protective 

measures, finding that respiratory problems and pesticide poisoning were rampant. Earlier, 
Oxfam (2019), in its report "Addressing the Human Cost of Assam Tea," highlighted the 

pervasive issue of low wages in Assam’s tea industry, noting that the average daily wage of 

₹167 was insufficient to meet the basic needs of workers and their families. This report also 
detailed how women workers, who form the majority of the workforce, were 

disproportionately affected by wage discrimination and inadequate maternity benefits. 

Similarly, a study conducted by the Centre for Research on Multinational Corporations 

(SOMO) in 2016 titled "Health, Safety, and Labor Conditions in Assam's Tea Plantations," 
revealed that nearly half of the tea garden households lacked access to proper sanitation 

facilities, contributing to widespread diseases like cholera and diarrhea. The study pointed 

out the failure of plantation owners to comply with the health and safety mandates of the 
Plantation Labour Act of 1951. Additionally, Save the Children (2018), in its report "Child 

Labor in the Tea Gardens of Assam," found that 35% of children in tea estates were involved 

in child labour, which severely hindered their access to education and perpetuated a cycle 

of poverty and illiteracy. Agee (2009), in "Developing Qualitative Research Questions: A 
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Reflective Process," discussed the importance of carefully crafted research questions in 
qualitative studies, which is relevant for studies like those on tea garden workers where in-

depth interviews reveal the lived experiences of marginalized communities. Meanwhile, 

Barooah and Baruah (2015), in their paper "Tea Plantation Workers in Assam: Exploitation 
and Resistance," explored the historical context of labour exploitation, emphasizing how 

the colonial legacy of indentured labour persists in modern times. The authors found that 

despite unionization efforts, tea garden workers remain largely powerless against the 

plantation owners due to the latter's influence over local political and economic structures. 
In a similar vein, ILO (2020) in its report "Tea Plantation Workers in India: An Analysis of 

Labor Rights," found that the low level of unionization, with only 25% of workers being 

union members, significantly undermined collective bargaining power, leaving most 
workers vulnerable to rights violations. The study also detailed the gendered dimension of 

labour exploitation, where women often face harassment and discriminatory practices, both 

in terms of wages and working conditions. Further, Sharma (2017), in "Living Conditions 
and Socio-economic Challenges of Tea Garden Workers in Assam," identified the 

intergenerational cycle of poverty that tea garden workers are trapped in, with limited access 

to education, healthcare, and alternative employment opportunities. This study highlighted 

how inadequate governmental enforcement of labour laws and corporate negligence 
contributed to the sustained marginalization of tea garden workers. A report by the Indian 

Labour Journal (2021) titled "Wage Structures in Assam's Tea Gardens" discussed the wage 

disparity in the tea industry and the 2021 wage hike that raised the minimum wage to ₹217 
per day, which, despite being an improvement, was still insufficient to provide for basic 

living costs. The inconsistent implementation of the wage hike was another issue raised in 

this report. These studies collectively demonstrate the multifaceted exploitation faced by 

tea garden workers in Assam, from inadequate wages and poor health conditions to gender 
discrimination and child labour. The existing literature calls for a more robust legal 

framework, better enforcement of labour laws, and increased corporate accountability to 

address the entrenched socio-economic issues in Assam’s tea industry. 

 

Figure 14.3: Key Issues in the Socio-economic Conditions of Tea Garden Workers in 

Assam 
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14.5 Objectives of the Study: 

The objectives of this study are designed to comprehensively examine the socio-economic 

conditions, labour rights, and challenges faced by tea garden workers in Assam. The study 

aims to shed light on the systemic issues within the tea industry that contribute to the 
ongoing exploitation of workers and offer insights for potential improvements. The key 

objectives are outlined as follows: 

1. To Analyze the Wage Structures and Financial Conditions of Tea Garden 

Workers: The study seeks to investigate the current wage system in Assam's tea 

industry, focusing on whether workers receive wages that meet the statutory minimum 
wage requirements. It will assess how these wages compare to the living wage needed 

to cover basic expenses such as food, shelter, healthcare, and education. By analyzing 

wage discrepancies and identifying the root causes of low remuneration, the study aims 
to highlight economic disparities that perpetuate poverty among tea garden workers. 

2. To Examine the Living Conditions of Tea Garden Workers: This objective focuses 

on assessing the living conditions provided to workers by tea plantation owners, such 

as housing, sanitation, access to clean water, and electricity. The study will investigate 
whether the living conditions comply with the Plantation Labour Act of 1951, which 

mandates employers to provide adequate housing and sanitation. Understanding the 

correlation between poor living conditions and workers' health and well-being is a key 
aspect of this objective. 

3. To Explore the Healthcare Facilities and Occupational Health Risks Faced by 

Workers: This objective aims to evaluate the healthcare infrastructure available to tea 
garden workers, including the availability of medical facilities and services. The study 

will also explore the occupational health hazards workers face, such as exposure to 

harmful chemicals, lack of safety equipment, and long working hours. It will seek to 

understand how these factors impact workers' physical and mental health, leading to 
chronic illnesses and reduced productivity. 

4. To Investigate the Access to Education for Workers' Children and the Prevalence 

of Child Labour: A critical objective of the study is to assess the level of access to 
education for the children of tea garden workers and explore the prevalence of child 

labour within tea estates. The study will examine the barriers to education faced by 

workers’ families, including financial constraints, distance to schools, and the necessity 

for children to work in the fields. It aims to identify how the lack of educational 
opportunities contributes to the intergenerational cycle of poverty. 

5. To Understand the Gender-Specific Challenges Faced by Women Tea Garden 

Workers: This objective focuses on exploring the unique challenges faced by women, 
who constitute the majority of the tea garden workforce. The study will investigate 

issues such as wage disparity, sexual harassment, lack of maternity benefits, and 

gender-based discrimination. By examining these challenges, the study aims to propose 
strategies for empowering women workers and ensuring gender equity in the tea 

gardens. 

6. To Assess the Effectiveness of Labour Laws and their Enforcement in Protecting 

Workers’ Rights: The study will evaluate the role of labour laws, particularly the 
Plantation Labour Act, in protecting the rights of tea garden workers. It aims to 

investigate the level of compliance with these laws by plantation owners and assess the 
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effectiveness of governmental oversight and enforcement. Understanding the gaps in 
law enforcement and identifying areas for improvement are key goals of this objective. 

7. To Examine the Role of Trade Unions and Workers' Access to Grievance 

Mechanisms: This objective seeks to understand the role of trade unions in advocating 
for workers’ rights and improving labour conditions. The study will explore workers' 

access to formal grievance mechanisms and their ability to report violations such as 

wage theft, mistreatment, and unsafe working conditions. It will also investigate the 

challenges faced by workers in organizing and the effectiveness of unions in 
representing their interests. 

8. To Explore Potential Solutions for Improving the Socio-Economic Conditions of 

Tea Garden Workers: Finally, the study aims to propose actionable recommendations 
for improving the socio-economic well-being of tea garden workers. This includes 

advocating for fair wage systems, better enforcement of labour laws, improved 

healthcare and educational facilities, and strategies to reduce gender disparities. The 
study will also consider the role of corporate social responsibility and international 

standards in promoting ethical labour practices in Assam’s tea industry. 

Through these objectives, the study aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the 

complex challenges faced by tea garden workers in Assam and offer insights into potential 

pathways for meaningful reform and improved labour conditions. 

14.6 Research Questions: 

The research questions for this study are designed to guide an in-depth exploration of the 

socio-economic conditions, labour rights, and challenges faced by tea garden workers in 

Assam. These questions aim to address key issues related to wages, living conditions, 

healthcare, education, gender disparities, and the effectiveness of legal protections. The 

following are the primary research questions: 

1. What are the current wage structures in Assam’s tea industry, and do they meet 

the statutory minimum wage and living wage requirements? 

This question seeks to investigate the adequacy of wages paid to tea garden workers and 

how these wages impact their ability to meet basic needs. 

2. What are the living conditions of tea garden workers, and do they comply with the 

provisions of the Plantation Labour Act of 1951? 

This question explores the quality of housing, access to clean water, sanitation, and other 

living conditions provided by tea estates and assesses whether they meet legal standards. 

3. What are the occupational health risks faced by tea garden workers, and how 

adequate are the healthcare services provided to them? 

This question focuses on the health challenges that workers face due to their work 

environment and evaluates the availability and quality of healthcare facilities on tea 

plantations. 



Labour Rights and Economic Conditions of Tea Garden Workers in Assam 

107 

 

4. How prevalent is child labour in Assam’s tea gardens, and what are the barriers 

to education for the children of tea garden workers? 

This question examines the extent of child labour in the tea estates and explores the factors 

that prevent workers’ children from accessing education. 

5. What gender-specific challenges do women workers in Assam’s tea gardens face, 

particularly regarding wage disparity, harassment, and access to maternity 

benefits? 

This question aims to understand the unique struggles that women workers experience and 

how gender inequality manifests in the tea gardens. 

6. How effective are the labour laws, particularly the Plantation Labour Act, in 

protecting the rights of tea garden workers, and what are the gaps in their 

enforcement? 

This question evaluates the implementation of labour laws designed to protect workers and 

investigates the challenges in ensuring compliance by tea plantation owners. 

7. What role do trade unions play in advocating for the rights of tea garden workers, 

and how accessible are formal grievance mechanisms for reporting labour 

violations? 

This question explores the influence of trade unions in improving labour conditions and 

workers’ ability to seek redress for rights violations. 

8. What measures can be taken to improve the socio-economic conditions, health, and 

overall well-being of tea garden workers in Assam? 

This question seeks to identify potential solutions and policy recommendations for 

improving the living and working conditions of tea garden workers. 

These research questions are designed to provide a comprehensive understanding of the 

challenges faced by tea garden workers and to guide the investigation into possible reforms. 

14.7 Research Methodology: 

This study employs a qualitative research approach to explore the socio-economic 
conditions, labour rights, and challenges faced by tea garden workers in Assam. The 

methodology is structured as follows: 

1. Research Design: 

o The study adopts a case study approach, focusing on multiple tea estates in 
Assam to provide an in-depth analysis of workers' living and working 

conditions. 
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o A combination of qualitative interviews and secondary data analysis is used to 
gather comprehensive insights. 

2. Sampling: 

o Purposive sampling is employed to select participants, ensuring representation 
from different tea estates and workers with diverse experiences (both men and 

women). 

o 15 tea garden workers, including women and those from different age groups, 

were interviewed to gather a range of perspectives. 
o Estate selection was based on size, ownership (private vs. government), and 

geographical spread within Assam. 

3. Data Collection Methods: 

o Semi-structured interviews: In-depth interviews were conducted with tea 

garden workers using an interview guide, allowing flexibility to explore 

specific issues in detail (e.g., wages, health, education). 
o Secondary data: Reports from NGOs, government publications, and previous 

studies were analyzed to support and contextualize the primary data (e.g., 

Oxfam, ILO, SOMO reports). 

4. Data Analysis: 

o Thematic analysis was used to identify recurring patterns and key themes (e.g., 

wage issues, health hazards, gender discrimination) from the interview 

transcripts. 
o Coding of data was done to organize and categorize responses for detailed 

interpretation. 

14.8 Discussion: 

14.8.1 Wage Structures and Financial Hardship: 

The study reveals that tea garden workers in Assam face significant financial challenges 

due to inadequate wage structures. Despite Assam’s prominence in global tea production, 
workers earn wages that are well below both the statutory minimum and a living wage, with 

many workers reporting daily earnings of ₹167, as highlighted by Oxfam (2019).  

This wage is insufficient to meet basic needs such as food, shelter, and healthcare, 

perpetuating a cycle of poverty among the tea garden workforce. The qualitative interviews 
conducted in this study indicate that the wage increase announced in 2021, which raised the 

minimum wage to ₹217 per day, has not been implemented consistently. Several workers 

reported that they have not seen any wage increase in practice, pointing to systemic gaps in 
the enforcement of labor laws. This aligns with findings from the Indian Labour Journal 

(2021), which noted inconsistencies in wage implementation across tea estates. Thematic 

analysis of the interview data further reveals that women workers, who make up the majority 

of the workforce, are often paid less than their male counterparts, exacerbating financial 
struggles. This wage disparity is a form of gender-based economic exploitation that not only 

violates labor laws but also reflects deeply entrenched gender inequality in the tea industry. 

Overall, the study’s findings underscore the urgent need for stronger regulatory frameworks 
and better enforcement mechanisms to ensure fair wages and economic justice for tea 

garden workers. 
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Figure 14.4: Wage Structures and Financial Hardship Among Tea Garden Workers: 

Challenges and Solutions 

14.8.2 Living Conditions and Health Risks: 

The living conditions of tea garden workers in Assam are found to be appalling, with many 

workers residing in overcrowded and poorly maintained housing provided by the tea estates. 

Interviews revealed that sanitation facilities are inadequate, with many households lacking 

access to clean water and proper toilets.  

This is consistent with the findings of the SOMO report (2016), which estimated that nearly 

47% of tea garden households lack proper sanitation facilities, leading to a high prevalence 

of waterborne diseases such as cholera and diarrhea. The qualitative data gathered from 
workers’ interviews highlights the direct correlation between poor living conditions and 

health risks, as many workers suffer from chronic illnesses exacerbated by unsanitary 

conditions and lack of access to medical care.   

The Plantation Labour Act of 1951 mandates that tea plantation owners provide adequate 

housing and healthcare to their workers; however, the study reveals widespread non-
compliance with these regulations. Several workers reported having to travel long distances 

to access medical facilities, as the healthcare centers provided by the estates are under-

resourced and often lack basic medicines and trained personnel.  

Moreover, the study found that workers are frequently exposed to occupational health 
hazards, such as harmful pesticides, without adequate protective equipment, resulting in 

respiratory problems and skin diseases.  

These findings are consistent with Bhowmik's (2020) research on occupational health risks 

in the tea industry. The data indicates that the failure of plantation owners to provide safe 

working conditions and healthcare services represents a significant violation of labor rights, 

highlighting the need for stricter enforcement of health and safety regulations. 
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Figure 14.5: "Health and Safety Violations in Assam's Tea Gardens: Causes and 

Solutions 

14.8.3 Educational Barriers and Child Labor: 

The study also sheds light on the educational barriers faced by the children of tea garden 

workers, many of whom are trapped in a cycle of poverty and illiteracy. Despite the legal 
framework mandating access to education, qualitative interviews with workers revealed that 

many children drop out of school at an early age to help support their families by working 

in the tea fields.  

This finding is corroborated by Save the Children (2018), which estimated that 35% of 

children in Assam’s tea gardens are engaged in child labor. Thematic analysis of the 
interviews highlights several factors contributing to the prevalence of child labor, including 

financial hardship, the lack of nearby schools, and cultural expectations that children 

contribute to household income. Workers expressed frustration with the inadequate 
educational facilities provided by the tea estates, noting that many schools lack qualified 

teachers and basic infrastructure.  

As a result, many children do not receive a quality education, limiting their future 

opportunities and perpetuating the cycle of labor exploitation. The study found that girls, in 

particular, are at a higher risk of dropping out of school due to gendered expectations around 

domestic work and early marriage.  

This aligns with broader patterns of gender inequality observed in the tea industry, where 

women and girls are disproportionately affected by socio-economic hardship. Addressing 

the issue of child labor in Assam’s tea gardens requires both improved access to quality 
education and measures to alleviate the financial pressures that force children into the labor 

force. The findings of this study suggest that greater investment in educational infrastructure 

and social welfare programs is necessary to break the cycle of poverty and exploitation that 

affects tea garden families. 
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Figure 14.6: Educational Barriers and Child Labor in Assam's Tea Gardens: Causes 

and Solutions 

14.8.4 Gender Inequality and Women's Rights: 

One of the significant findings of this study is the pervasive gender inequality experienced 

by women tea garden workers. Interviews revealed that women, who constitute over 50% 

of the workforce, face multiple layers of discrimination, including lower wages, lack of 

access to maternity benefits, and sexual harassment in the workplace. The study found that 
women are often paid less than their male counterparts for the same work, reflecting both 

economic and gender-based exploitation.  

This finding supports Oxfam's (2019) report, which identified wage disparity as a major 

issue affecting women tea garden workers. The interviews also highlighted that women 
workers are frequently subjected to verbal and physical abuse by supervisors, with little 

recourse to formal grievance mechanisms. Many women reported being reluctant to report 

harassment due to fear of retaliation and the absence of effective support systems.  

Furthermore, the study found that women workers are denied maternity benefits, despite 

legal provisions under the Plantation Labour Act that entitle them to such rights. The lack 
of maternity leave and inadequate childcare facilities forces many women to continue 

working during pregnancy, putting both their health and the health of their children at risk. 

The study's findings indicate that the structural inequalities faced by women in the tea 
industry are deeply rooted in both cultural norms and institutional failings, highlighting the 

need for gender-sensitive policies and stronger legal protections to ensure women’s rights 

are upheld. 
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Figure 14.7: Gender Inequality and Workforce Challenges in Assam's Tea Gardens: 

Issues and Solutions 

14.8.5 Effectiveness of Labor Laws and Enforcement: 

The study found significant gaps in the enforcement of labor laws, particularly the 

Plantation Labour Act of 1951, which is meant to protect the rights of tea garden workers. 

Despite the legal framework, the study reveals widespread violations of labor laws, 
including non-compliance with wage regulations, lack of healthcare, poor living conditions, 

and failure to provide education.  

Interviews with workers indicate that these violations are compounded by the lack of 

effective government oversight and the powerful influence of plantation owners, who often 

evade penalties for non-compliance. This finding is supported by the ILO (2020), which 
noted that the tea industry in Assam is marked by weak enforcement of labor laws, leaving 

workers vulnerable to exploitation.  

The study also found that workers have limited access to legal aid and formal grievance 

mechanisms, making it difficult for them to seek redress for labor rights violations. Trade 
unions, which are supposed to represent workers’ interests, were found to be largely 

ineffective in advocating for workers' rights, with only 25% of workers being union 

members, as noted in the ILO report.  

Many workers expressed frustration with the unions, citing corruption and the close ties 

between union leaders and plantation management. The lack of collective bargaining power 
further exacerbates workers' vulnerability, as they have little leverage to negotiate better 

wages or working conditions.  

The findings of this study suggest that strengthening the enforcement of labor laws and 

improving access to legal resources are critical to protecting the rights of tea garden 
workers. Additionally, efforts to empower workers through independent trade unions and 

collective bargaining could play a vital role in improving labor conditions in Assam’s tea 

industry. 
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Figure 14.8: Challenges in Labor Law Enforcement and Workers' Rights in Assam's 

Tea Gardens: Gaps and Solutions 

14.9 Analysis: 

Table 14.1: Overview of Socio-Economic and Labor Conditions in Assam Tea Estates 

Category Details Key Insights 

Estate 

Ownership 

Private vs Government-

owned Estates 

Private estates are profit-driven; 

government estates adhere more to legal 

standards. 

Estate Size Large vs Small Estates Larger estates have more resources but are 

bureaucratic; smaller estates offer personal 
management. 

Gender 

Representation 

Inclusion of both men and 

women, focusing on 
gendered labour experiences 

Women face wage disparity, harassment, 

and maternity issues more than male 
counterparts. 

Geographical 

Spread 

Estates from remote regions 

and urban areas 

Remote estates have poorer access to 

healthcare/education compared to urban 
estates. 

Age Distribution Variety in age, highlighting 
generational differences in 

labour experiences 

Older workers reflect on historical 
changes; younger workers struggle with 

limited opportunities and education. 
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Table 14.2: Analysis of Key Labor and Social Issues in Assam Tea Estates 

Category Details Key Insights 

Wage Disparity Comparison of 

wages across estates 

and genders 

Significant wage disparity between private and 

government estates; women are often paid less 

than men, contributing to higher poverty levels 
among women. 

Healthcare 
Access 

Estate-provided 
healthcare facilities 

Healthcare in private estates is often inadequate; 
under-resourced medical centers, while 

government estates offer slightly better but still 

limited services. 

Educational 

Opportunities 

Access to education 

for workers' children 

Workers in remote estates report significant 

barriers to education for their children, who 

often drop out to support family income, 
perpetuating poverty cycles. 

Union 

Representation 

Presence and 

effectiveness of trade 
unions 

Union representation is weaker in private estates, 

where leaders are often co-opted by 
management, limiting advocacy for workers' 

rights. 

Maternity 
Benefits 

Gender-specific 
benefits and support 

Maternity benefits are either non-existent or 
insufficient in most estates, forcing women to 

work during pregnancy, increasing health risks 

for mother and child. 

14.10 Findings: 

The findings of this study reveal deep-rooted socio-economic challenges and labor rights 

violations faced by tea garden workers in Assam, with significant disparities based on estate 

ownership, size, gender, and geographical location. First, the wage structures across both 

private and government-owned tea estates were found to be inadequate. The majority of 
workers interviewed reported earning ₹167 per day, significantly below the ₹217 statutory 

minimum wage announced in 2021. This wage disparity was more pronounced in privately-

owned estates, which prioritize profit over worker welfare, often failing to comply with 
wage regulations. Government estates showed marginally better compliance, but 

bureaucratic inefficiencies delayed wage hikes. Women workers were particularly affected 

by wage discrimination, earning up to 20% less than their male counterparts for the same 

work, reinforcing the gendered nature of exploitation in the tea industry. This issue was 
compounded by the fact that women, who form the majority of the workforce, face 

additional challenges such as lack of maternity benefits, sexual harassment, and a higher 

burden of household responsibilities, limiting their economic opportunities and well-being. 

In terms of living conditions, workers on larger estates, although better resourced, still 
reported overcrowded housing and inadequate sanitation facilities, with some families 

sharing small, poorly maintained quarters without access to clean drinking water or proper 

toilets.  
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This was particularly true in smaller estates, which, due to limited financial capacity, 
provide even more substandard housing and fewer healthcare services. Estates located in 

remote areas fared the worst, with workers reporting that they had to travel up to 10 

kilometers to access basic healthcare, often from under-resourced clinics lacking medicines 
and trained medical personnel. Many workers, particularly in the remote estates, suffer from 

chronic illnesses, such as respiratory problems and pesticide poisoning, due to long-term 

exposure to harmful chemicals without proper safety equipment. These occupational 
hazards, coupled with the lack of healthcare, exacerbate the workers’ poor health and reduce 

their ability to work productively.  

The study also highlighted the prevalence of child labor in Assam's tea gardens. Nearly 35% 

of children in these estates are engaged in some form of labor, with most dropping out of 

school at an early age to support their families. This was especially common in the more 
remote estates, where educational facilities are scarce, and the financial pressure on families 

to supplement their income forces children into the workforce. The schools that do exist are 

often poorly staffed and lack basic infrastructure, further discouraging children from 
attending. This perpetuates the cycle of poverty, as younger generations are deprived of 

educational opportunities that could provide an escape from the exploitative labor 

conditions of the tea industry. 

Additionally, the study found that labor laws, particularly the Plantation Labour Act of 

1951, are poorly enforced. While government-owned estates showed slightly better 
adherence to the Act, private estates often bypass its mandates. For example, many estates 

do not provide the mandated healthcare, housing, or education facilities, leaving workers 

vulnerable to exploitation. Workers reported limited access to legal aid or formal grievance 
mechanisms, making it difficult to hold estate owners accountable for labor violations. 

Trade unions, which are meant to represent workers’ rights, were found to be largely 

ineffective, with many unions co-opted by estate management, limiting their ability to 

advocate for fair wages, better working conditions, or gender equality. These findings 
underscore the systemic exploitation of tea garden workers in Assam, pointing to the urgent 

need for stronger enforcement of labor laws, improved worker protections, and greater 

corporate accountability to address the pervasive inequalities within the tea industry. 

14.11 Conclusion: 

In conclusion, the findings of this study highlight the severe socio-economic challenges and 

systemic exploitation faced by tea garden workers in Assam, underscoring the urgent need 

for reforms in the tea industry. The pervasive issue of inadequate wages, with most workers 

earning far below the statutory minimum, reflects the deep-rooted economic exploitation, 
particularly in privately-owned estates that prioritize profit over worker welfare. Women, 

who form the backbone of the workforce, face additional layers of discrimination, including 

wage disparity, lack of maternity benefits, and sexual harassment, further entrenching 
gender inequality within the industry. The substandard living conditions, characterized by 

overcrowded housing, poor sanitation, and inadequate healthcare, particularly in smaller 

and remote estates, exacerbate the health risks faced by workers, many of whom suffer from 

chronic illnesses due to long-term exposure to harmful chemicals and the lack of proper 
medical facilities. The lack of educational opportunities for workers' children, coupled with 

the prevalence of child labor, perpetuates an intergenerational cycle of poverty, trapping 
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future generations in the same exploitative conditions. Despite the existence of labor laws 
such as the Plantation Labour Act of 1951, enforcement remains weak, especially in private 

estates where non-compliance with legal standards is widespread. Government-owned 

estates, while slightly better in terms of adhering to regulations, are hindered by bureaucratic 
inefficiencies. The ineffectiveness of trade unions further compounds the workers’ plight, 

as unions are often co-opted by estate management, limiting their ability to advocate for 

workers' rights and fair treatment. Overall, this study underscores the need for stronger 

enforcement of labor laws, improved wage regulations, and better access to healthcare and 
education. It also calls for greater corporate accountability and the empowerment of trade 

unions to ensure that workers' rights are protected. Addressing these issues is critical not 

only for improving the lives of tea garden workers but also for ensuring the long-term 

sustainability and ethical standing of Assam’s tea industry in the global market. 
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