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The foundation of the tea gardening of Assam 

was laid during the period from 1834 to 1850. 

Although the tea plant was discovered in 1826 

growing wild in the jungles of upper Assam by 

C.A. Bruce it was only in 1834 that a committee 

was appointed to enquire into and report on the 

possibility of tea cultivation in Assam. As such on 

experimental basis plantation was established 

by the Government in 1835 in the Lakhimpur 

in 1839 the Assam Company was formed as the 

cultivation of tea. In the beginning the affairs of 

this company was not very prosperous and its 

shares were reported to be un-saleable till 1847.

Tea Plantation and manufacturing is the major 

industry of Assam. It has the largest acreage 

under tea, producing the highest quantity and 

also employing the highest number of labourers. 

Abstract

The most important aspects to control the status of socio-economic conditions of the tea garden people   

and farmers are the cultivation of tea. Tea, the miracle drink originated in China and was declared a 

health drink 5000 years back, by Chinese Emperor, Chen Nungmore. While boiling water below a tea 

tree, a leaf fell into his pot and the king found the drink refreshing. Chinese believe it to be Divine Healer. 

Tea has been known to the tribes of Assam for a long time, who are of the oriental stock and took Tea 

as a health drink. Local tribal Singpho chief, Bisa Gaum helped C A Bruce in 1823, to discover Assam 

variety of tea plant ‘Camelia sinesis var Assamica’. The discovery of Tea and its commercial production 

changed Assam’s economy. Vast wild forest lands were transformed into beautiful smiling Tea Gardens, 

along the Brahmaputra & Barak valleys. Thus, on 15th Oct., 2012, the Chief Minister of Assam, after a 

cabinet  decision  declared tea as a “State Drink” and  apprised  to  give  more  importance  for  growth  

and development of tea gardening  in  Assam. Hence, the proposed study is primarily concerned with an 

assessment of the socio-economic condition of the tea garden laborers in Assam
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It accounts for the employment to two – third of 

net income of the industrial sector of Assam.

Objectives of the study

The proposed study is primarily concerned with 

an assessment of the socio-economic condition 

of the tea garden laborers in Assam. The main 

objectives of the study are:

To study the socio-economic backwardness of  

labourers of  our proposed tea gardening.

To study the awareness and involvement of 

the laborers in common social and economical 

aspects.

Methodology

The proposed study therefore would build 

upon the information collected from secondary 

information wherever available. According to 
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eighteenth century English poet William Cowper, 

“It is the cup that cheers but not inebriates”. 

And it is this very fact that has made tea such a 

wonderful beverage popularity of which never 

seems to diminish. To add to that it is also one 

of the cheapest beverages in the world. People 

right from the intellectuals, down to the ordinary 

feel pleasure while sipping tea and get relief, 

relaxed and refreshed. In many a country like in 

India a day can only begin with a sip of tea.                                 

Tea industry in Assam

Assam is located in the North-East of India 

surrounded by seven states viz. Arunachal 

Pradesh, Nagaland, Manipur, Meghalaya, 

Mizoram, Tripura and West Bengal. It also shares 

its two boundaries with two countries viz. 

Bangladesh and Bhutan. The total geographical 

area of the state is 78,438 sq kms which is about 

2.4 percent of the total geographical area of 

the country. According to the 2011 census the 

population of Assam stands at 3, 11, 69,272 of 

which 1, 59, 54,927 are males and 1, 52, 14,345 

females. The economy of Assam continues to be 

primarily agrarian and the agricultural sector is 

providing employment to more than 50 percent 

of the rural population. This sector contributes 

11). The history and development of tea industry 

in Assam: In early 1834 with the appointment 

of tea - commerce for the purpose of preparing 

and maturing a plan for the cultivation of the 

tea plant by the Governor General in Council. 

discovered the use of tea as a drink and herbs 

by the Shingpho – Community residing mainly 

the company to adopt tea cultivation in Assam 

in a commercial basis. The Chinese had hitherto 

enjoyed the monopoly of tea trade, but the rigid 

close door policy adopted by them against the 

English merchants and consequent strained 

relations between the two Governments led the 

East India Company to search for alternative 

sources with their possessions i.e. their colonies. 

With the company’s initiative under C. A. Bruce, 

the commercial operation of tea plantation in 

Sadia and Jaipur by private enterprise proved 

successful. In 1837, twelve boxes of tea were 

boxes in the next year and it found to be equally 

good as that of China. The success led to the 

formation of the Assam Tea Company in 1839 

and following the success of the Assam Tea 

Company, the local authorities were directed 

by the Governor General in Council to allow the 

Assam Tea Company or any other concern to 

commence operations and occupy such lands as 

might be required under Waste Land Grants Rule 

1838. Thus, it had marked the beginning of the 

tea industry in Assam. The Assam Tea Company 

started plantation in Gabharu Hill in the 

Among whom Colonel Hannay, Warren Jenkins, 

Williamson Brothers were prominent who 

opened several tea gardens in Assam. But, we can 

see a distinction made by the British authority 

between the British entrepreneurs and the local 

entrepreneurs as the local entrepreneurs were 

indirectly debarred from applying for grants 

of land for tea cultivation. Although under the 

liberal rule of Canning the Board of Revenue 

had revised some of the provisions of grants 

of tea cultivation in Upper Assam and the North 

bank of Brahmaputra, the British Government 

Extensive surveys and discussions were held. 

In Sylhet the East India Company found out 

that certain sandy hill areas were extremely 

suitable for tea which was useless for any other 

cultivation. So within a very short period several 

new gardens came into being in Sylhet. By 1852 

the prospects of tea began to improve further 

and in 1859 it was reported that there were 

nearly 4000 acres under cultivation with an 

estimated outturn of over 760000 lbs of tea. If we 

by the British Government on the tea culture of 

Assam, we can see the remarkable progress that 
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the tea industry had been making. But, owing to 

reckless speculations and uncontrolled increase 

in the number of gardens many tea concerns 

collapsed ,altogether in 1866.Again from 1869 

things began to look brighter and the industry 

began to prosper. In 1872, there were about 300 

tea gardens in the Assam Valley- 80 in Cachar 

and 13 in Sylhet. Tea culture report of 1927 had 

mentioned that there were 957 gardens in Assam 

against 941 in the preceding year. Eight newly 

production of tea in the year 2, 34, 84,807 Lbs. 

The cultivation of tea had meanwhile commenced 

in many districts of Assam and native planters 

made an attempt to compete with the British 

indigenous tea plant in Assam. In early 60s of the 

century Rameswar Barua of Assam started six 

the economic depression of 1866 he sold most 

of his gardens to the British. Afterward in the 

last part of the 19th century Hemadhar Barua 

and his son Rai Bahadur Jaganath Barua, Ganga 

Gobind, Har Bilas Agarwal, Kali Prasad Chaliha , 

Ghanashyam Barua and Radha Kanta Handique 

were other important Indians who started tea 

Tea cultivation: The situation however altered 

towards the beginning of the 20th century as 

several reformative measures were adopted 

under the Government’s initiative. The Tea 

industry in Assam marks a remarkable progress 

during this period.

The concept of small tea cultivation in home stead 

gardens and to sell the green leaf to the existing 

big factories for enhancing farm income was 

initiated during the seventies by the then Janata 

Government in Assam and encouraged by the 

government. The increase of small tea gardens 

began in early 90’s and peaked in late 90’s. 

The small tea growers in Assam are now an 

economic force for the state. According to the 

recently, Assam has 68,465 small tea gardens. 

of the state’s total tea production. According to 

the Tea Board of India, “there are more than 4300 

small tea growers in Assam producing about nine 

percent of the state’s total annual production.” 

As per Tea Board of India information there are 

52000 small tea growers in Assam at the end of 

March 2009 out of which 3767 were registered 

with Tea Board of India. The small tea growers 

cover around 65000 hectares of land and they 

produce more than 100 million tone of tealeaf 

annually. According to All Assam Small Tea 

Growers Association (AASTGA) the number of the 

small tea growers has risen to around 65,466 on 

March 2008 and covers 103298 hectares of land. 

These small tea growers produced 14185 lakh 

Kgs. green tea during the year 2007-08. Most of 

of the total tea gardens followed by Tinsukia 22 

percent, Jorhat 13 percent, Golaghat 12 percent, 

Sivasagarh 11 percent and other districts contain 

11 percent. It is a matter of regret that most of 

the growers do not have land patta even now. 

The tea business as a profession has now shifted 

from the rich to the common man, as most of the 

unemployed youths have taken up it as a business 

enterprise which have given money power to 

would surely ease the growing unemployment 

problem in the state. In Assam, small tea growers 

are offered comparatively better prices. It is 

noted that many of the BLFs are fetching higher 

prices through auctions as compared to selling to 

Board, Assam says, “There are several new BLFs 

in the region. These factories are technically 

better prepared for produce as compared to 

many of the estate factories. If these factories 

get good green leaves, they can produce better 

quality of ‘made tea’, which helps them to obtain 

high price from the market. It is imperative to 

note that one of the BLFs,TEAMFCO, achieve 
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high price realisation and they have also focus to 

improve the development of the small growers. 

Small tea growers face a number of problems 

like collecting and transporting green tea leaf, as 

there was long wait before they could deliver the 

leaf to the agent, then leaf would reach the BLFs 

leaf to BLFs. At present the green leaves are 

transported through agents from the tea gardens 

to the BLFs as there is no other source to supply 

them and the distances between tea gardens and 

the BLFs are very long. For instance, most of the 

BLFs either in Lahoal or in Tinsukia are situated 

near the main road. From different small growers 

the agents collect leaf and it sometimes takes 

till evening to reach the BLFs. Small growers in 

Assam especially in the Tinsukia region belong 

to associations of small growers. The association 

members interact with the Government of 

Assam regarding necessary steps to improve the 

of experienced and trained workers, small tea 

engaged in the small tea gardens are unskilled 

and inexperienced local surplus workers. Since 

prospects for substitute jobs are limited in the 

region, a major section of former tea garden 

workers are also engaged in small tea gardens.

If we see the reports of 1936 the number of 

these 1103 gardens were owned by Indians. The 

production of the year was 2, 23,073,051 Lbs. In 

1938 the tea culture reports of Assam mentioned 

about the existence of 1120 tea gardens, out of 

which 387 were owned by Indians and the total 

production of tea of the year was 2, 60,248,898 

Lbs. Assam is known for its traditional areas 

of tea plantation. Tea Industry in Assam plays 

a dominant role in the economy of the state. 

Recently it has been observed that a number of 

small tea cultivators cum owners have made an 

entry into the tea industry in Assam. The “Tea 

having an area of plantation with 10.12 hectares 

or 25 acres of land under tea. According to the 

All Assam Small Tea Growers Association, those 

who have a minimum area of 33.33 hectares (250 

Bighas) of tea cultivated land are recognized 

as small tea farmers. But presently this has 

changed. Those farmers, who have 1.42 hectares 

of land under tea cultivation, are recognized as 

small tea farmers and the cultivation is known as 

small area cultivation and they generate a corner 

of economy of the state.

The tea industry of Assam is the predominant 

industrial sector of the state playing an 

important role in the economy of Assam. It 

has been contributing substantially to the 

state income and to the national exchequer as 

well, in the shape of foreign exchange earnings 

through its exports every year. It has also been 

contributing its part to generate employment for 

skilled and unskilled workers. The tea industry 

of Assam has also been empowering women 

by giving them job opportunities. Income and 

expenditure data are considered important 

and prevailing standards of living among the 

people of a region. “While income is no longer 

considered an exclusive measure of well being, 

the per capita domestic product is one of the 

three components of the human development, of 

asset and allows the people to attain well being. 

Most of the poor cultivators of the upper Assam 

and Borak Valley have now become economically 

better off due to tea cultivation. So it is clear 

that there is a considerable contribution of the 

small tea cultivations in raising the North East 

Indian income which controls particularly the 

socio-economic status of the rural people and 

tea farmers of Assam.  After Independence, 

there was a radical change that took place in 

tea industry as some of the tea estates in Assam 

came under control of Indians by purchasing 

maximum shares at the stock exchange or buying 

the tea estates directly. Most of the new buyers 

were not aware of tea plantation and lack of 

knowledge of the trade and a desire to make fast 

money from the business; they ignored the basic 

requirements of labour essential for plantation. 

The demand for Indian tea in the international 
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level went down, but some Indian owned tea 

the international market as these tea gardens 

were given more attention by big agency houses 

in Kolkata and yielded better result. Thus it 

observed that economy of the state has been 

increased and the status of the socio-economic of 

the tea gardener has also been slightly changed.

Problems of small Tea Gardener

(i) Unorganized growth- Green leaf production 

from the small tea growers is not able to 

harmonize with the requirement of tea 

market. Moreover, the entire production 

process of green leaf is not properly 

channelized to tea processing amenities. 

It was observed in many cases, for tea 

cultivation, incongruous land is used 

affecting the quality as well as productivity 

of tea.

(ii) Land Patta and title- Most of the small tea 

growers do not have land patta and they 

are deprived of being registered with Tea 

Board. As a result, they could not avail the 

bank loan. Although, there is a provision 

for issuing provisional registration to the 

small tea growers with annual patta, normal 

plantation.

(iii) Technical backup- There is a wide 

technological gap between trained and 

untrained small tea growers. Small tea 

growers may be imparted training in certain 

areas like drainage, manuring, weed/pest 

control, pruning etc.

(iv) Ecological Imbalance- The growth of small 

tea plantation has reported a large-scale 

ecological problem by way of clearing 

village wood lots. The commercial forestry 

(bamboo plantation, etc.) has vanished and 

crops like orange, pineapple, sugarcane, and 

citronella have been replaced by tea.

(v) Climate Change-is bound to have major 

impact on the tea industry in Assam. Rising 

temperature are the factors reducing yields 

and alternating the unique essence of the 

most popular drink. The changing taste of 

Assam tea is a serious concern for the tea 

growers and the changes will sharply slow 

down the demand for this variety of tea 

abroad.

Conclusion

In conclusion it may be said that, the Tea 

community are highly deprived in all respects of 

socio-economic and political aspects. Therefore, 

it is a high time for the government as well as 

the owners and management to come forward 

and uplift this particular society. Otherwise this 

section of our society remains static. Now a 

days, though some facilities are provided by the 

government and as well as by the management, 

but, this is not enough for all round development 

of the society. Some undesirable incidents are 

taking place in different Tea Estate in the state in 

present situation. Therefore, it is highly essential 

to create a good relationship among owners, 

managerial staff and labourers. For this, owners, 

managerial staff and labour union must come 

forward and through proper negotiations they 

must solve their problems and help them for 

their socio-economic growth in society.
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