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Grown mainly in tropical and subtropical regions, tea has been traded around the 
world since the sixteenth century—and is now the most consumed drink after water. 
With 1,614 tons per year, China is the largest consumer worldwide, while India, 
Turkey, Pakistan, Russia, and the United Kingdom are amongst the major consumers.2 
But do you know who is behind your cup of tea?3

After China, India is the world’s second largest producer of tea. Employing 1.2 million 
people, of whom 70% are women, the tea industry is India’s second largest em-
ployer in the organized sector. West Bengal and Assam generate 70% of production. 
The story of India’s tea plantations dates back to the late nineteenth century, when 
thousands of landless people and poverty stricken peasants from India’s indigenous 
communities were recruited by colonial planters to work on often very isolated, so-
called tea ‘gardens’. Workers’ mobility was heavily restricted, and the relationship 
between the planters and workers was characterized as ‘master and servant’ rather 
than employer and employee. No laws were in place to regulate plantation laborers’ 
work hours, nor the working and living conditions.4 Without any alternative means 
for livelihood, they were tied to the gardens, generation after generation. 

Little has changed since then. By enacting the Plantation Labor Act (PLA) 
in 1951, in reality, India formalized this system of extreme dependency instead of 
responding to the structural causes of the plight of tea plantation workers. Media 
exposures have repeatedly highlighted the poor working and living conditions on 
India’s tea plantations over the years, yet the tea workers’ situation continues to be 
characterized by poverty wages, gender discrimination and a lack of access to a basic 
standard of living.5 This denies them their human right to adequate food and nutrition 
and other related human rights.6 

In order to investigate the human rights situation of tea workers, the Global 
Network for the Right to Food and Nutrition7 conducted its first ever Fact-Finding 
Mission (hereinafter, the Mission) in India in late 2015. Various of its member  
organizations—the International Union of Food Workers (IUF), FIAN International, 
the Right to Food Campaign in India, and the International Baby Food Action Network  
(IBFAN)—visited 17 plantations in West Bengal and Assam and interviewed 300 
workers, along with representatives from Paschim Banga Khet Majoor Samity  
(PBKMS) and the Pesticides Action Network (PAN). 
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The Mission’s final report,8 published on International Labor Day in 2016, 
unveils shocking realities. Across all tea plantations visited, widespread violations 
of the human right to food and nutrition and related human rights were identified. 
These were directly linked to poor working conditions, poverty wages, and a general 
lack of access to basic housing, electricity, water and sanitation as well as child and 
health care—all compounded by pervasive gender discrimination and insecurity of 
tenure, and in contrary to provisions set by the PLA. The situation in West Bengal 
was of particular concern: In one garden that was abandoned by its owners, workers 
were left without pay or rations and starvation deaths have occurred. 

Visiting workers’ housing in the labor lines one is struck by how transient 
their housing appears to be—even when families have been living there for generations. 
The houses are basic constructions of mud and wood with tin or straw roofs. Inside 
the dark, small rooms there are few possessions: a cooking pot, a bag of rice, some 
flour, a line of string with some clothing hung over it, and sleeping mats folded neatly 
in the corner. The Mission concluded that a lack of security of tenure over their 
housing increased their vulnerability. Indeed, the land on which their home is built 
is controlled by management; as a result, workers continue to work under appalling 
conditions so as to be able to maintain a home for their family. 

In view of the dire situation, the Global Network for the Right to Food and 
Nutrition calls upon the Government of India to:

•• Take immediate actions to guarantee all human rights of tea workers,  
specifically the rights to food and nutrition, housing, water and education;

•• Pay urgent attention to closed tea gardens and ensure immediate support 
to those at risk of starvation; 

•• Take immediate actions to guarantee all women’s human rights; and
•• Ensure that any decisions in relation to the future of tea gardens,  

including any structural alternatives to the present situation, are taken 
with the involvement and participation of the concerned tea workers. 

Nevertheless, it is important to note that not all tea workers are passive victims  
of their situation: Many workers are organizing and fighting for their rights. For  
instance, having received support from IUF, women workers in the tea sector in West 
Bengal have succeeded in claiming their rights after three years of struggle. In 2012, 
workers came out on strike in defense of a colleague who was denied medical treat-
ment when she was seven and half months pregnant. The company locked them out 
in an attempt to starve them back to work. However, the women fought on and as 
a result gained improved access to their maternity rights, better crèches and better 
school transport.09 Workers are now building a democratic union that can negotiate 
on their behalf.10 Another example—in Kerala—illustrates how women tea workers 
organized themselves to fight for and win a wage increase and to challenge their 
male-dominated union.11 

The ongoing human rights violations in India’s tea plantations are an expensive 
price to pay for a cup of tea. Yet, the struggle for the progressive realization of the 
right to food and nutrition is strengthened when tea plantation workers themselves call 
for changes and demand their rights. The Global Network for the Right to Food and 
Nutrition will continue to support their struggle.
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