Assam

In December 2002, an AFP-Sify news story reported 35 starvation deaths in Barak Valley in Assam. In February 2003, during the steering committee meeting of the All India Tea Workers Coordination Committee, it was reported that the Tea crisis had resulted in 55 deaths in Assam.

So far 9 Tea Plantations in Assam have closed down beginning 2002 onwards. Exact closure dates are not available at this moment though. There are many plantations here where the factory has closed down and the estate is surviving by selling green leaf. We were informed that this was happening in about 21 plantations, but the exact figure was not verifiable. How long these plantations will survive just by selling green leaf is any ones guess. 14 Assam Tea Corporation owned Tea plantations along with 37 privately owned plantations are reported to be financially mis-managed and many are on verge of closing if corrective measures are not taken soon. 

We decided to visit Dibrugarh and Tinsukhia since the list of closed plantations here was made available by the IUF affiliated union – Assam Cha Mazdoor Sangha. 

Report on Plantations visited

Chandmari Tea Estate (visited on April 7, 2004)

P. Barua owns this plantation and it covers an area of 188 hectares. There are 496 permanent labour here with about 525 families residing in the plantation and a population of 4000 people. The plantation was abandoned in October 2003.

The workers reported the problem began almost two years before the closure. The management began to pay them 50% wages two years before the closure and a year later, no wages were paid to the workers. The union formed the management committee to get the leaf plucked and distribute wages after selling the leaf. Apparently, now the management has come back to re-open the estate. 

Initially the plantation owners provided the housing, which is in bad shape. As it is the houses (if they can be called so) here are made of bamboo plastered with mud with tin sheets as roof. Many places we saw, the tin roof had been blown away due to storms and the walls had been badly damaged. There is no electricity in the estate. 

The owner owes the workers about half a million rupees as pending wages and ration. No Food for Work or any government programme has been started here to provide relief to the workers. The effects of no work and regular income for the past 24 months are now becoming visible. Many workers from the plantation go to nearby villages or Tinsukhia town about 15 km away for daily work either as agriculture labour or on construction sites. They can earn about Rs. 25 to 40 per day. 

The workers informed us that no record of death was maintained but the worker-line of about 150 families that we visited reported 50 deaths in past two years. In December 2002, there was an outbreak of an epidemic (Gastroenteritis) and many workers died than. The workers said that most of the workers who died were temporary workers. The matter was reported to the Government whereby mobile health vans were sent in to control the situation for a few months and now there are no health vans. Medical facilities are also not available nearby with closure of estate hospitals. We met the wife of Ghirai Munda who died one month ago at the age of 45. He has four children and was suffering from Dysentery. The family did not have enough to eat as the wife had to look after the children and also go out to work. It was reported that he died due to dysentery and lack of food. The situation of the workers and their conditions (even when compared to West Bengal and Kerala) seemed pathetic at the very first glance.

The workers here are members of:

1. INTUC affiliated Assam Cha Mazdoor Sangha

2. INTUC affiliated Assam Cha Karmachari Sangha (staff union)

Gillapukri Tea Estate (visited on April 7, 2004)

D. M. Kanoi owns this plantation covering an area of 461 hectares. The estate has about 812 permanent workers including staff. The owner here suddenly declared a lock-out on October 20, 2003. The union began conciliation proceedings with the Labour office, but no forward movement has been possible in absence of the employer or his representative coming for the meetings. 

The workers say that the trouble began much earlier (as was expected in case of a lock-out being declared). The estate was managed by a financier where by the workers were paid Rs. 24 /day. The death register made available by the union throw up the following figures in a span of just 20 days before the lock-out was declared (confirming what the workers said about problems having begun much earlier):

Name



Age
Date of death

1.  Durpodi


8
29.9.03

2.  Boby


3
30.9.03

3.  Bijoy


20
30.9.03

4.  Linti


22
30.9.03

5.  Dungaru


10
 1.10.03

6.  D/o Kalpana

8
 1.10.03

7.  Binoti


40
 5.10.03

8.  Sulochana

60
 6.10.03

9.  D/o Madhoo

10
 8.10.03

10. Laxmi


3
 8.10.03

11. Rajendra Baraik
43
18.10.03


The union has constituted a management committee to get the green leaf plucked, sold and money distributed to the workers. The owner owes about 49 lakh rupees in wage arrears. The situation of the workers, the state of housing, availability of water, electricity, medical facility, implementation of government relief schemes was the same as the earlier Chandmari estate visited by the team. The workers seem more destitute than ever.

The workers here are members of:

1. INTUC affiliated Assam Cha Mazdoor Sangha

2. INTUC affiliated Assam Cha Karmachari Sangha (staff union)

Hukanpukri Tea Estate (visited on April 7, 2004)

The owner of this plantation covering about 1007 hectares of land and with a permanent workforce of 1135 workers is Mr. Parshuram Agrawal. This estate is divided into two divisions. This estate has been in a closed state for more than 2 years with management declaring a loc-out on January 2003. The negotiation with the union prior to the lock-out regarding arrears in wages, unpaid bonus, family pension etc. failed. 

Even before the lock-out was declared, the workers were in a sorry state due to arrears in wages. Medical facilities within the estate itself were not available even though the estate has a well build and equipped hospital. From May – December 2003, 16 persons from the age of 2 to 58 have died for want of medical treatment and lack of food according to the union.   

It was dark by the time we reached this estate but the state of housing did not seem any better than the other estates we had already visited. No government relief programmes have started here even though the only union has appealed to the state government (who also is the same political party as the union). 

The workers here are members of:

1. INTUC affiliated Assam Cha Mazdoor Sangha

2. INTUC affiliated Assam Cha Karmachari Sangha (staff union)

Tanganagaon Tea Estate (visited on April 8, 2004)

This plantation was established in 1927 and is owned by P. Kanoi since 1975. The company is registerd as:

Tanganagoan Tea Company Pvt. Ltd. 

Regd. Headquarters at

22 Ballygunge Park Road

Calcutta – 700 019

Local office at: Doom Dooma, Upper Assam – 786151.

There are 1300 workers, 45 staff and 62 sub staff and the estate has a total population of 5000 people. 

The workers here have been facing problems of irregular wage payments from the management since 1998 and have been abandoned since 2000. Provident fund due to the workers has not been deposited since 1993 even though the management has regularly deducted the same from the workers payment. In fact a case has been registered against the owner and he was arrested for violation of PF law but was later released. We checked the books of records and the payment arrears records and found it impossible to arrive at an authentic figure but the amount of what the owner owes as wages, ration, PF ran into crores of rupees!

Since 2000, the owner hires a contractor to come in during the plucking season to get the leaf plucked and sold but keeps the factory closed. The contractor pays the workers some minimal amount and a ration of 7 kg of food per person per fortnight. Since December 2003, again the estate has been opened to get the leaf plucked. Wages have been given to the workers for plucking but no wages to staff is being paid. Workers try and get some work in neighboring villages. There are no medical facilities available for the last 5 years, the approach road is in the most horrible state (it took us almost an hour to cover 7 kms) and therefore in absence of an ambulance or transportation the workers find it impossible to go the government run civil hospital. Problems like Malaria, Dysentery, TB and Gastroenteritis are very common. There is a private school in the estate but no free cooked mid-day meal is available to the school children. There was one child care and a Pregnant women centre in the plantation. 

The death register, though not properly maintained (the nurse said that the workers did not come to her for registering deaths) revealed the following deaths since 1999-




Adult

Children


 1999

44

21


 2000

39

6


 2001

36

14


 2002

57

10


 2003

53

9

6 April 2004 

6

It was difficult to compare death rates with earlier years because the registers were not available. The nurse admitted that there were more deaths that were not written in the register. Since a huge crowd had gathered outside the hospital where we had gone to check the register, we were advised to leave the estate. The police (we had to inform the police that our delegation had foreigners) convoy had already followed us to the estate, this being a sensitive area where separatist groups for ransom have kidnapped foreigners.

Though the plantation has been in a bad financial state for almost more than 5 years, no government relief schemes have been brought in to give relief to the workers. The estate being so remote with impossible approach road, the workers find it difficult to even go to neighboring villages in search of work. Almost 25 % of the houses here had almost no roof and are in the most sorry state and need repairs urgently. The worst sufferers are of course the old people with no dependents and children. The less said about the remaining houses the better. 

The workers here are members of:

1. INTUC affiliated Assam Cha Mazdoor Sangha

2. INTUC affiliated Assam Cha Karmachari Sangha (staff union)

Ringliton Tea Estate (visited on April 8, 2004)

Ganeskha Kanoi owns this plantation. The plantation is more than 100 years old and is divided into three divisions now being managed individually by different family members. This particular plantation covers 300 hectares and has 376 houses with a population of 2300 people. 

When we reached the plantation, it was almost dark. The workers who were informed of our visit by the CITU union (who had invited us here) were waiting for us in the closed factory office. The manager himself was there to welcome us and was present through out the meeting. 

In May 2003, the owner stopped manufacturing and processing of tea because he could not market his tea and found the auction price insufficient to cover his cost of production (which the manager said was Rs. 60/kg.) For the past year, we were informed that the employer was not able to pay wages and ration on a regular basis. After the closure of the factory, only green leaf plucking and selling is done and workers get work only 50% of the time i.e. three days in a week mostly and only ½ the workforce get work with many workers having to look for work outside of the plantation. The workers informed us that their houses needed serious repairs. 

The plantation school had only 2 teachers with 1 teacher for every 150 students. In 2002 many deaths were reported due to Gastroenteritis. There is no doctor for the past two years with only a nurse to look after the medical needs. There are no toilets in the plantation and no proper water facilities, which explains the increase in medical problems arising out of lack of sanitation facilities. The workers complained that the employers were not looking after the estate properly and there were too many cows damaging their tea crops. They also complained of tea being stolen at night. About 30% of the plantation was being neglected according to the workers and the Manager too agreed that some things in the plantation needed to improve!

The workers here are members of:

1. CITU affiliated union (majority union)

2. INTUC affiliated Assam Cha Mazdoor Sangha

3. INTUC affiliated Assam Cha Karmachari Sangha (staff union)

Meeting with Unions 

We met with the following unions and leaders:

1. M. S. Khandait, General Secretary, Assam Cha Mazdoor Sangha, INTUC;

2. G. C. Borpatra Gohain, General Secretary, Assam Chah Karmachari Sangha, INTUC;

3. P. Rajkhowa, Secretary, CITU;

4. Dr. Krishna Sarmah, Distrit Secretary, CITU;

5. Sushobhan Talukdar, CITU;

6. Dr. Daisy Talukdar, CITU Women’s Wing in-charge.

Kerala

In Kerala, so far Peermade District is the worst affected with majority of the closed plantations being in this district. In all, the following plantations and factories are closed or abandoned in Kerala:

Peermade District:

1. Lone tree Estate, Pirmade Tea Company (1300 permanent workers)


2. Pirmade Tea Estate
, Pirmade Tea Company (1,300 permanent workers)

3. Vagha Tea, MMJ Plantations





4. Bonami Tea Estate, MMJ Plantations





5. Kotamully Tea Garden, MMJ Plantations (1650 permanent workers in 3 estates)

6. Kolie Kanam Estate, Ram Bahadur Thakur Company Ltd (RBT)


7. Pamleonar Estate, RBT


8. Munjamullay Estate, RBT

9. Granley Estate, RBT

10. Mount Estate, RBT

11. Tungamullay Estate, RBT

12. Nellkai Estate, RBT 

13. Thengakel Estate, RBT

14. Pasumullay Estate, RBT (7,000 permanent workers in all 9 estates)


15. Karimtharunie Estate, Malankala Rubber & Tea Company Ltd 

16. Penshurut Estate, Malankala Rubber & Tea Company Ltd (1050 permanent workers in two estates)

17. Lakshmikoil Estate (83 permanent workers)

In the following three estates only the factories were closed and the factory workers have been given work on the plantations:

1.
Chidambaram Tea Estate
- 30 to 40 workers

2.
Pattumalay Estate, owned by HMH Tea company, 50 workers

3.
Churakulam Estate, owned by MMJ Plantations, 30 workers

As per the available figures, 11,000 permanent workers have lost work and equal number or more of casual and contract workers have lost jobs bringing the total of unemployed in Peermade to 25,000 workers.

The following estate Hospitals in Peermade are closed:

1. Granby Hospital


RBI

2. Manjumallai



Dispensary

3. Pasumalai



Dispensary

4. Jhergerekar



Dispensary

5. Thangamalai



Dispensary

6. Nellikai



Dispensary

7. Pampanar



Dispensary

8. Mount




Dispensary

9. Kozhikkanam


Dispensary

10. Cheenthalav 


Group Hospital (Pirmed Tea Company)

11. Woodlands 



Group Hospital

12. Koduakarnam Estate

Dispensary

13. Ladrum Estate


Dispensary

14. Glenmary



Dispensary

15. Lakshmicoil



Dispensary

16. Chidamparam


Dispensary

17. Vagamon Tea Garden

Dispensary

18. Kottamalai Tea Garden

Dispensary & group hospital

19. Bob Ami Tea Estate

Dispensary

20. Pullikkanam Estate


Dispensary

21. Ghurakulam Tea Estate

Dispensary

In Trivandrum District, the following plantations only are closed or abandoned:

1. Ponmudi, Jayshree Tea Plantation (460 permanent workers)

2. Bonacadu, Mahavir Plantation (300 permanent workers)

Therefore including casual and contract workers nearly 2,000 workers have lost jobs.

In Kollam District the following plantations only are closed or abandoned:

1. Achankoil Estate permanent workers)

2. Priya Plantation permanent workers)

Here only 300 workers are reported to have lost jobs.

In Wayanand District, the Assam Brooke Company has locked out 3 Estates and 3 factories rendering 7,500 workers (4,500 permanent, 2,000 casual & contract) jobless. 

The political fever had already gripped Kerala and therefore the meetings with the workers were highly charged. The situation was further charged with the visit of the Kerala Chief Minister to the plantation area on the same day as our field visit and the presence of ILO staff and officials preparing for a high level meeting to deal with Child Labour in plantations. 

Report on Plantations visited

Pasumullay Tea Estate (visited on March 23, 2004)

Pasummulay Tea Estate is owned by Ram Bahadur Thakur Company Ltd (RBT) and is owned by Mr. M. M. Sharma and his family based in London. RBT company owns 9 tea estates in Peermade. After the passing away of Mr. M. M. Sharma, his son Mr. B. M. Sharma took over the company. Since he too is based I London he deputed his cousin, Mr. Shailesh Mohan Sharma (based in Cochin) to look after the estate. The address for communication with the company is:

Director RBT Ltd

Siddharth Building

Marar Road, Wellington Island

Cochin


There are 565 permanent workers in the plantation and almost equal number as contract / casual workers. The bushes in this plantation are 70 - 100 year old. There are 240 houses in the worker lines and 35 staff quarters.

In 1976, Mr. Shailesh Sharma for some reason vacated the Cochin office and started diverting funds from the tea plantations to other private business concerns of his own like: RBT – Kerala, RBT – Manganese in Madhya Pradesh, RBT- Pharma (producing cough syrup – ARBETA), Pilmens – CNF Shipping company etc. In 1998, Mr. B.M. Sharma’s son Mr. Manish Sharma came from London to investigate upon complains received from some staff. He found out about the siphoning of the funds and filed a case against the cousin for recovery of property in the Allahabad High Court. The Industrial Law Board have appointed the following to take care of the business till the final verdict is reached:

Justice B.N. Verma, Allahabad High Court, Chairman of the Company

Mr. B.M. Sharma             

Mr. S.M. Sharma



Mr. Manish M. Sharma


Mr. C.B. Sharma



In 1995, original owners applied for PF loan (Rs. 3 crore due to PF authorities) and got an extension of remitting the amount in 24 installments but were able to remit only one installment. The Trade Unions started an agitation against this. In 1996 Br. C. A. Kurien was elected MLA and took up the matter of financial misappropriation. The employers claimed they have no funds left. The Owner owe workers Rs. 18 crores as PF, Rs. 36 crores as Land Tax and Rs. 12 crores as wages to workers.

Somewhere during early 2000, the caretaker employer just emptied the godowns overnight and stopped running the plantation. Since March 2000, the workers and the estate staff are running the plantation and dividing the earnings amongst themselves. The Factory functioned for some time and than had to be closed. All RBT plantations (except for Munjumally upper division being managed by a manager) are closed. 

The workers manage to earn Rs. 2-7 (depending on the season) by selling plucked leaf. Every day a worker plucks about 2 kgs. and some of them also work outside the plantation to earn a living. Some workers survive by doing casual work on the neighboring AVT Tea Plantation. Almost 300 workers from this plantation have migrated to Coimbatore, Tirupur, Salem, Gujarat and Maharashtra for jobs. From the Peermade area nearly 5000 women have migrated to Gujarat and Maharashtra to work in the fish processing factory. 

AITUC filed a case in the High Court on January 5, 2004 and a final verdict will be given within 6 months but the interim order has been passed whereby the Company has to revive in 6 months or else the government will have to take over the property. 

The Below Poverty Line schemes have not been implemented in the plantation. Even though the ICDS (Integrated Child Development Schemes) center is running, there is no electricity in the plantation or water in the housing lines. The water has to be fetched from 2 kms. away. The children attend the Panchayat run school 7 kms. away. The dispensary too has been closed down due to lack of medical supplies. Some charitable organisations did supply medical aid and organized a few medical camps for a while and the Nurse and Midwife Ms. Y. Zeenat has made commendable efforts to maintain the Medical register till 1.6.2003. Now the workers have to go the Public Health Centre at Vendiperiyar 7 kms. away. In severe health cases the unions have been successful in getting some aid through the Kerala Labour Welfare Fund Board where the Employers too contribute Rs. 8/- worker every six months.

The approach road to the plantation is full of holes the size of bicycle wheels every few feet. If a patient had to be carried to the Health Centre or a hospital from the interior of the plantation, it would be a nightmare driving a vehicle.    

Already 30 cases of severe Malnutrition amongst children have been detected and are assisted by Christian missionaries (CSI- Church). They supply cooked food, wheat supplements, 3 eggs / week, 150 ml. milk 6 days / week per each child between 5-12 years of age. Vitamin A deficiency and night blindness is rampant amongst children. The government has so far distributed free ration to permanent workers consisting of 5 kg. rice 13 times in the last 3 years. Daily food of workers consist of Rice, Onions, Tomato and chilly.

While discussing about land transfer with Aiyappal (check roll number 1611), Suleman (check roll no. 1202) who worked as a Peon and Ramaiah (check roll no. 5494) and other workers, they were very happy for the land to be transferred to them so that they can utilize land for growing food. Presently there is no land, which can be utilized as Kitchen Gardens. Some workers do have cattle.

We came across following cases of illnesses:

1. Pushpa Madasamy 42 years old whose husband Esakky has been paralyzed and she herself is a heart patient for the past 3 years;

2. Shanker Maddasamy (check roll no. 1199) who died due to TB 3 years ago at the age of 50 years;

3. A child aged 7 months who died of Jaundice and lack of medical aid (as reported in Malayalam Manorama Newspaper on October 5, 2002);

4. Chinnapam wife of Thirukuddampan died at the age of 48 on 8.5.02 of a heart problem;

5. 25 years old Rani developed Cardiac (Artery) problem;

6. Bhagawati’s 3 months old grand daughter died due malfunction of heart valve and lack of medical aid;

7. Shanker 50 years of age died of TB on 4.11.02;

8. Aruba, 48 years old died of Asthama 3 months ago;

9. S. Ganeshan died on December 2, 2003, due to lack of medical facilities at the age of 54. He had borrowed Rs. 6000 for treatment on December 1st and taken to hospital where he passed away;

10. Saroja’s (70 years old) son Selvan (27 years old and a casual workers at estate and doing casual work after closure) died of chest pain on 2.4.2003;

11. Kuruppam 50 year old has a Heart trouble for the past 8 years and had two heart attacks last year.

It is impossible to find the cause of so many heart problems, which could either be the water, or the rice supplied by the government. The workers said that a goat that ate the rice at the government godown died.

Workers in this Plantation were members of the following unions -

1. Congress union affiliated to INTUC: local leaders – S. C. Ayyadurai (HRPEU)

2. CPM union affiliated to CITU: local leaders– Gopal Krishnan 

3. CPI union affiliated to AITUC: local leaders – Vazoor Soman

4. Congress union affiliated to INTUC: local leaders –P. A. Joseph

Lonetree Tea Estate (visited on March 23, 2004)

Lone Tree Tea Estate is a Division of Pirmade Tea Company, which owns 4 estates out of which 2 are closed. 3000 workers (1300 permanent and 17000 temporary) are employed in this estate. The estate covers 1665 Hectares of land.

The plantation was closed in October 2002and the 2 factories closed down after one year. Since then there has been no electricity or water. The plantation was almost closed last 4 years ago when the workers demanded bonus arrears when the Management declared a minimum bonus in year 2000. Company owns 13 rubber estates and is very rich. The Tea plantations have been closed down because of the demands by the workers. The company now will have to invest Rs. 1 crore to repair the factory.

The workers have formed a Committee to managing the plantation. Each worker looks after 1200 plants. Management has got a restraining order form court not to allow the workers to pluck and therefore plucking and selling of leaves is being done unofficially. The company owes wages since March 2002, PF, Bonus for last 2 years, Gratuity and Electricity arrears. 

Almost 50 women from this estate have gone to Gujarat for work. The parents do not know where they are working. Local contractors recruit them by an advance payment. Once they leave the estate, there is no contact with this women and no money comes in. Recently there has been a crisis in the fish market and many women have returned home from Gujarat and Maharashtra. 

Source of drinking water is a hole dug by the workers about 1 km. away. There has been a remarkable increase in water borne diseases and cases of Jaundice. 

Dispensary was also closed due to lack of medical supplies and all the staff left the plantation about 2 years ago. The workers now have to walk to the Government Public Health Centre or a missionary hospital 25 kms away (CSI Church Aid). The KCSI (Kerala Council of Church) is running 13 health centers with 34 children being treated for malnourishment. 

The approach road to the plantation is full of holes and even worse than the Pusammullay Tea Estate. In fact it would be better o say that the road was built  on holes rather than holes in the road!

Following cases of illnesses were found:

1. Gopalan 42 years died of Paralysis, one year ago;

2. Kunjapi died of Asthama at the age of 52.

When estate was functional each worker as subscription fee paid Rs.10/ month to the union.

Workers in this Plantation were members of the following unions -

1. Congress union affiliated to INTUC: local leaders – S. C. Ayyadurai (HRPEU)

2. CPM union affiliated to CITU: local leaders– Gopal Krishnan, Mohammed Ali

3. CPI union affiliated to AITUC: local leaders – Vazoor Soman

4. Congress union affiliated to INTUC: local leaders –P. A. Joseph

5. RSP union affiliated to UTUC: local leader – P. S. Harihar 

Meeting with Unions 

Following unions and their leaders were present at the meeting:

1. P. R. Thomas, Working President, Estate Staff Union of South India, INTUC

2. S. C. Ayyadurai, General Secretary, High Range Plantation Employees Union, INTUC 

3. Syriac Thomas, President, High Range Plantation Employees Union, INTUC 

4. M. K. Thankappan, Secretary, High Range Plantation Employees Union, INTUC 

5. R. Kuppuswamy, President, South Indian Plantation Workers Union, INTUC

6. P. A. Joseph, President, All India, Plantation Workers Federation, INTUC

7. P. L. Subbaiah, President, INTUC – Tamil Nadu

8. Kuttiya Pillai, INTUC – Kerala

9. Mathew Sebastian, INTUC – Kerala

10. P. Lalaji Babu, General Secretary, Kollam Jilla Plantation Workers Union, CITU

11. R. Thilakan, President, Peermade Thottalithozilali Union, CITU 

12. K. M. Mohammadali, Secretary, Plantation Employees Union, CITU

13. P. R. Gopalkrishnan, President, CITU – Idukki District

14.  C. A. Kurien, General Secretary, All India Federation of Plantation Workers, AITUC

15. Vazoor Soman, General Secretary, High Range Estates Labour Union, AITUC

16. A. Shivadas, Secretary, High Range Estate Labour Union, AITUC

17. M. Antony, Secretary, High Range Estate Labour Union, AITUC
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