The heroic and harrowing struggle of India's women tea workers

As the tea industry in India plunges into its worst crisis since the country's independence, it has wreaked a devastating human toll on the estates.   And, as in so many situations, it is women workers who are bearing the brunt of this crisis. Sindhu Menon profiles the tragedy.

________________________________________________________________________

Work – work – work!

My labour never flags;

And what are its wages? A bed of straw, 

A crust of bread – and rags.

That shatter’d roof – and this naked floor –

A table – a broken chair –

And a wall so blank, my shadow I thank

For sometimes falling there! 

The Song of the Shirt by

Thomas Hood 

HER name is No. 2325. The 46-yearold woman is a plucker in the Thangumalai estate in Injikkadu block in Idukki district of Kerala.  No. 2325 is the check role number allotted to her showing the permanent nature of her work. 

To her family she is Mary,  whose one-room labour line home accommodates her husband Pazhani, sons Ayyappadas and Mohanadas, their wives Palthankam and Nagamma,  and two-and-a-half-year-old granddaughter Sophiya. There was one more member in their family – a tiny tot – the darling daughter of Palthankam and Ayyappadas.  She is no more. One day the child caught fever and the death was sudden. The company hospital was not functioning and she was taken to the nearby Cherukulam hospital.  Since the case was an emergency doctors asked them to take her to a bigger hospital.  Neither Mary nor Ayyappadas had money for that. The child died before they could raise money. 

The story of Mary is not an isolated one.  Similar is the plight of thousands of workers in the tea plantations in India, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal.  Medium-sized plantations are being closed down one after another.  In a majority of the cases, total abandonment of tea estates by managements follows closure, pushing the workers into utter poverty and misery.  They struggle to make ends meet. 

Women, the worst-hit 

Women are always the worst-hit in any crisis.  The case of women in tea plantations is no different.  The permanent workers in almost all the tea gardens are women. 

It is so because women are pluckers and plucking is an ongoing activity in almost the whole year.  The men do the rest of the work and they are temporary workers. They get work only for a few months in a year. 

Being the permanent wage earners, the women are put under tremendous pressure.  They are the people who run the household.  Ailing parents, school-going children, jobless husbands ... everything is their responsibility.

'My son has to be given 12 tablets a day, which cost Rs300 per week,' says Saraswathi, a permanent worker with MMJ plantations in Vagamon estate in the Idukki district. Aneesh, her l4-year-old son, has been bedridden for the last six months.  His illness had started with fever and spells of sudden unconsciousness.  ‘He has to be fed, dressed and his needs have to be taken care of,’ says Saraswathi. Her husband Nagayyan is jobless and is rarely able to pick up some manual work.  Besides Annesh, Saraswathi has three daughters and a son.  MMJ plantations has become non-functional since October 2002.  ‘We were not paid our wages from July 2001.  How can we survive like this especially with my ailing son?' asks Saraswathi with tears in her eyes. 

Saraswathi's misery is not an exceptional case.  Vasanthi's son Binu is a kidney patient. Her husband Karuppu Swami has gone to Tirunelvelli in search of a job, but did not come back.  'I go for manual work but nowadays work is so rare and it is very difficult to get one,'  says Vasanthi. 

'My polio-affected daughter has stopped going to school,'  says Jessi, a plucker in the same estate.  'She has to be given medicines daily which cost Rs200. There is no money for food, then how can we give her medicines?' she questions. The child, without taking proper medicines, may fall down while walking to school. Out of this scare, Jessi has stopped sending her daughter to school. Jessi's husband David is jobless.  Jessi goes for manual work to support her familv. 

Nature of work 

Plucking tea leaves with a big cane basket on her back is the picture that comes to mind when one thinks about the woman in tea plantations.  A plucker'swork usually begins early in the moming.  She stands all day, plucking tea leaves from the endless rows of tea bushes. Using her experienced fingers, she glides through the bushes as fast as she can since the quantity of tea leaves plucked decides her daily wage.

The situation has changed after the closure of the estates.  In a majority of the gardens,  there is no work, and even if there is, it lasts only for a few hours with a meagre wage. Women in tea plantations are now on the lookout for manual work.

The women workers are skilled in plucking. They have attained this skill through practice.  But they are restricted only to the plucking job. The majority of them are not educated, nor have they developed skills in other income-earning activities. The closed enclaves of plantations do not provide them with the chance of getting alternative employment opportunities other than manual labour. 

Apart from the work they do as pluckers and manual labourers, back at home they have hectic work.  They have to cook food, fetch water and firewood.  'Cooking is an easy task now, because there is rarely anything to cook,' says Gomathy, a permanent worker in the closed MMJ plantation.   'Getting water is the most tedious work. One has to walk kilometers and wait relentlessly to get potable water,'  says Vilasini, a permanent worker in the same plantation. 

The plantations used to supply water to the worker's household from a common water tank.  After the estates were closed the water supply stopped.  Workers walk kilometres down the hill to collect water, mostly from contaminated sources.  'We could have operated the pump to collect water in the tank, but there is no electricity so the pumps cannot be operated,'  saysKashi.   Fifty-two-year old Kashi is jobless.  It is his wife who does manual work to support the family.   Huge dues of electricity bills have forced the electricity department to cut the connection to the plantation.  The majority of the labour lines do not have electricity.  'Our life was already in darkness and the cut in electricity has made it all the darker,' says Karuppamma, Kashi's wife.  'When there was work in the estate, we used to buy firewood.  But now we go to the far-off woods to collect fuel,' says Suma.  In most households, fetching water and collecting firewood are a woman's job.

'We live in dilapidated houses.  We have been staying in our house for many years.  But we are not the owners of this house,'  says Kaniyamma.  Plantation workers do not have any rights over the houses in which they live.  Though they lived there for generations, they are the property of the planters.  The planters are supposed to maintain these houses.  But it is not done for a long period.  'During the rainy season it is as good as staying outside.  Water pours heavily inside the house,' says Suma. 

There are no bathrooms or sanitation facilities available in the majority of the labour lines.  Some planters have constructed toilets a little away from open space.  'We have to go either in early morning or wait till it's dark,' says Hema shyly. 

The crisis and the youngsters 

The crisis in the tea industry has taken its toll also on the young girls in the families. Most of the girls have stopped going to school because they cannot afford it. Even if they decide to borow books and continue schooling, it is not easy when the rattling sound of empty stomachs hurts them.   Many a time, when the mother goes out for work, it is the responsibility of the daughter to take care of the entire household. 

Many young girls go out of their state in search of jobs.   Middlemen are using the opportunity to get labourers for work outside Kerala.  'The contractor came and took my daughter to Gujarat,' says Jagadamma, a worker in the Thangamullay estate.  Padmini, Maya, Sara and Nabeesa also had similar stories to narrate. Women are taken to the shrimp processing units in Gujarat or to the Tiruppur Hosiery units.  'Unable to bear the situation there, many of them come back,' says Nabeesa.  'But many of them try to adjust, because they know nothing better awaits them in the plantations,'  she adds.  'We cannot go outside, because the contractors prefer only young girls of 18 to 20 years,'  says 48-year-old Jagadamma. 

Struggling to survive 

Health conditions of women in tea plantations shock an outsider.  Fever, cough, backache and arthritis are quite common among women workers.   'But we cannot go to the com-pany hospital,' says Padmini, a plucker in the Merchiston Estate.  'The doctor will be totally drunk in the evenings.  Moreover, the injection he gives is the same for the cattle,' 

she adds.  Since the Merchiston Estate is functioning, there is a doctor for the workers to blame, but in the majority of the cases, the hospitals are closed.  The only option is private hospitals or government hospitals which are far away.  Vijayakumari lost her child during delivery because there was no doctor to attend to her and the family did not have a penny to take her to the faraway hospital.  'How can we raise money for private hospitals in a situation where we do not have one square meal a day?' asks Vijayakumari. 

Women in tea plantations continue living even after their husbands commit suicide or abandon them.  She woefully watches her children starving and discontinuing studies. Painfully she witnesses her daughters being taken away by agents to far-off places to work in pathetic conditions.  She even lives through the agony of selling her body to support the household.  But, in spite of all these, suicides committed by women are rare. Except that of Velankanni (a 14-year old who committed suicide when she was humiliated for not wearing school uniform), no other reports are available on suicides or suicide attempts of women.  Does it prove the fact that women are mentally stronger and more courageous than men? 

Women in tea gardens understand their role.  They assume the responsibility of  running the household.  They never think of migrating to another area and leaving their family behind.  Even when the husband abandons her, she struggles through her life supporting his ailing parents and the children.  She has nowhere to go. The dilapidated one-room labour line to which she is not legally entitled is her world.   She sees only her family and she struggles to support it. Though exploited, silently she bears all the burden.  Only SHE can do it. 

Sindhu Menon is special correspondent for Labour File, a bimonthly journal of labour and economic affairs, from which the above article is reproduced (Vol.1, No.3, May-June 2003). 
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