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Abstract 

The livelihoods of small tea growers in North Bengal are influenced by a complex interplay of socio-

economic factors. This study focuses on three primary determinants: income, education, and market access. 

By examining these factors, the research aims to understand their impact on the sustainability and 

profitability of small-scale tea cultivation. The findings reveal that unstable income levels hinder investment 

in quality inputs, while limited education perpetuates traditional farming methods. Moreover, inadequate 

market access forces growers to rely on intermediaries, reducing their earnings. The study suggests forming 

cooperatives, promoting educational initiatives, and improving infrastructure to enhance the livelihoods of 

small tea growers in North Bengal. 
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Introduction: 

The livelihoods of small tea growers in North Bengal are influenced by a complex interplay of socio-

economic factors, particularly income, education, and market access. These factors are crucial in determining 

the sustainability and profitability of small-scale tea cultivation in the region.  

Objectives 

1. Investigate How Income Levels Affect the Sustainability of Small Tea Growers' Livelihoods in 

North Bengal 

2. Examine the Role of Education in Enhancing Agricultural Practices and Market 

Competitiveness Among Small Tea Growers 
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3. Analyze the Impact of Market Access on the Profitability and Growth of Small-Scale Tea 

Cultivation 

Methodology 

This study employs a mixed-methods approach to examine the primary socio-economic determinants—

income, education, and market access—that influence the livelihoods of small tea growers in North Bengal. 

The methodology includes both qualitative and quantitative techniques to ensure a comprehensive 

analysis.The research focuses on small tea-growing regions in North Bengal, covering districts such as 

Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri, and Alipurduar. A purposive sampling method is used to select small tea growers, 

ensuring diversity in farm size, experience, and location. A sample of 500 tea growers is surveyed, 

supplemented by interviews with key stakeholders, including local tea cooperatives, market intermediaries, 

and agricultural extension officers. 

 

Socio-Economic Determinants: Income, Education, and Market Access 

Income 

Low and Unstable Income Levels 

Small tea cultivators in North Bengal experience considerable difficulties due to their low and fluctuating 

income levels, which often fail to satisfy their households' basic needs. Investigations reveal that a significant 

proportion of tea workers earn between 4500-5500 Taka monthly, highlighting economic distress (Kuasha et 

al., 2023). This predicament is intensified by the lack of alternative income opportunities, as many rely solely 

on tea cultivation for sustenance (Biswas, 2016). 

Impact of Climate Change on Income 

Climate change poses a critical threat to the livelihoods of small tea growers, with alterations in precipitation 

patterns and extreme weather adversely affecting tea yield and quality. Research indicates that adverse 

weather conditions escalate production costs, resulting in greater losses for growers and diminishing the 

welfare of workers (Rahman, 2022). For example, the Rangpur division in Bangladesh is witnessing 

increasing dryness, while Sylhet suffers from erratic and heavy rainfall, both detrimental to tea production 

(Rahman, 2022). 

Economic Challenges Faced by Small Tea Growers 

Small tea cultivators in North Bengal encounter various economic obstacles, including elevated production 

costs, low market prices, and insufficient access to credit. These issues are further aggravated by a lack of 

governmental assistance and diminished market bargaining power (Biswas, 2016). Consequently, small tea 

growers often receive inadequate prices for their green leaves, as they depend on intermediaries who 

appropriate a considerable share of the profits (Biswas, 2016). 

Out-Migration and Its Impact on Income 

Economic adversities have prompted out-migration from tea gardens in North Bengal, as families seek 

improved opportunities elsewhere due to high living costs and limited job prospects (Kakati, 2023). This 

migration not only depletes the labor force for tea cultivation but also perpetuates the region's poverty cycle. 

Education 

Low Levels of Educational Attainment 

Educational attainment is pivotal for enhancing the livelihoods of small tea growers; however, many in North 

Bengal exhibit insufficient educational levels. A study indicated that 48.3% of tea workers in Bangladesh 
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lacked formal education, restricting their access to improved employment opportunities and farming 

practices (Kuasha et al., 2023). Research on tea garden women in West Bengal further underscores 

education's role as a barrier, perpetuating their marginalization (Sarkar et al., 2016). 

Impact of Education on Livelihoods 

Education serves as a catalyst for small tea growers, equipping them with knowledge of advanced farming 

techniques, market dynamics, and government initiatives. The prevalent educational deficiencies among 

these growers hinder the adoption of innovative practices and resource access, diminishing their livelihoods. 

Empirical evidence illustrates that educated farmers are more inclined to implement crop diversification, 

thereby enhancing their income and resilience to climate fluctuations (Islam et al., 2023). 

Gender Disparities in Education 

Gender-based educational disparities amplify the difficulties encountered by small tea growers. Women, 

integral to tea cultivation, frequently possess lower educational attainment than men, which constrains their 

involvement in decision-making and resource access for livelihood enhancement (Sarkar et al., 2016). 

Need for Educational Interventions 

Addressing the obstacles faced by small tea growers necessitates targeted educational interventions. Such 

initiatives may encompass literacy enhancement, vocational training, and outreach regarding government 

programs and market prospects. Implementing these strategies would empower small tea growers to bolster 

their livelihoods and attain economic sustainability (Biswas, 2016). 

Market Access 

1. Challenges in Accessing Markets 

Small tea growers in North Bengal face significant challenges in accessing markets for their produce. 

The lack of direct market access forces them to rely on intermediaries, who often exploit them by 

offering low prices for their tea leaves (Biswas, 2016). This lack of market access is further 

compounded by the absence of processing facilities, which would allow small tea growers to add 

value to their products and command higher prices (Biswas, 2016). 

2. Role of Intermediaries 

Intermediaries play a significant role in the tea supply chain in North Bengal, often to the detriment 

of small tea growers. These intermediaries control the flow of information and resources, leaving 

small tea growers with little bargaining power. For example, in Burundi, small tea farmers have 

limited control over the price of their green leaf tea, leading to stagnation in prices over the 

years (Bitama et al., 2019). Similarly, in North Bengal, intermediaries often dictate the terms of trade, 

leaving small tea growers with minimal profits (Biswas, 2016). 

3. Impact of Globalization on Market Access 

Globalization has introduced both opportunities and challenges for small tea growers in North Bengal. 

While it has opened up new markets for tea, it has also increased competition, making it difficult for 

small tea growers to compete with larger producers. For instance, the liberalization policies 

introduced in India in 1991 led to increased competition from other tea-producing countries, forcing 

tea estates in North Bengal to reduce labor costs and compromise on worker welfare (Biswas & Roy, 

2017). 
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4. Potential of Organic Tea Cultivation 

Organic tea cultivation has emerged as a promising avenue for small tea growers in North Bengal. 

Organic tea commands higher prices in both domestic and international markets, providing small tea 

growers with an opportunity to improve their income. For example, small tea growers in Sittong, 

Darjeeling, have successfully adopted organic tea cultivation, leading to higher profits and improved 

livelihoods (Majumder et al., 2023). The success of these initiatives highlights the potential of organic 

tea cultivation in enhancing the market access and income of small tea growers. 

5. Need for Policy Interventions 

To improve market access for small tea growers, there is a need for policy interventions that address 

the challenges they face. These interventions could include the establishment of farmer cooperatives, 

provision of processing facilities, and measures to regulate the role of intermediaries (Biswas, 2016). 

Additionally, governments and development organizations should work to create awareness about the 

benefits of organic tea cultivation and provide support for certification and marketing (Majumder et 

al., 2023). 

Findings 

1. Income Levels: Financial Vulnerability 

Precarious Earnings: Numerous small tea cultivators in North Bengal face low and erratic income 

due to variable tea prices and production fluctuations. This financial instability complicates daily 

expense coverage and investment in agricultural enhancements. 

Restricted Investment Potential: Limited financial resources hinder investments in quality fertilizers, 

modern tools, and pest control, thereby perpetuating low productivity and maintaining a cycle of 

poverty for growers. 

2. Education: Empowering Through Knowledge 

Enduring Traditional Methods: A considerable proportion of growers possess minimal formal 

education, leading to reliance on ancestral farming techniques. While culturally significant, these 

methods often fail to maximize yield or quality in a competitive market. 

Innovation Barrier: The lack of educational resources restricts growers' awareness of contemporary 

agricultural innovations, such as sustainable practices and crop diversification, impeding their 

economic advancement. 

3. Market Access: Pathway to Enhanced Profits 

Reliance on Intermediaries: Due to geographical isolation and inadequate infrastructure, small tea 

growers depend on middlemen for sales, often receiving significantly lower prices than market value. 

Knowledge Deficiency: The absence of direct access to market data and pricing prevents growers 

from making informed selling decisions, thereby constraining their profit potential. 
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Policy Recommendations and Strategies for Improvement 

To address the socio-economic challenges faced by small tea growers in North Bengal, the following 

policy recommendations and strategies are proposed: 

 Enhance Access to Education and Training 

Governments and non-governmental organizations should invest in educational programs tailored to 

the needs of small tea growers. These programs should focus on literacy, sustainable farming 

practices, and market access (Ruben, 2023) (Subba et al., 2023). 

 Promote Certification and Fair Trade Practices 

Policy initiatives should encourage small tea growers to participate in certification programs, such as 

organic and fair trade certification. This can enhance their market access and incomes (Majumder et 

al., 2023) (Mutea et al., 2023) (Subba et al., 2023). 

 Improve Market Access Through Alternative Food Networks 

Governments and development organizations should support the development of Alternative Food 

Networks (AFNs) to provide small tea growers with more equitable and sustainable market 

opportunities (Deka & Goswami, 2023). 

 Address Income Inequality and Livelihood Diversification 

Policies should aim to reduce income inequality by promoting livelihood diversification and 

providing alternative income sources for small tea growers. This can include support for off-farm 

activities and participation in government programs like MGNREGA (Golay & Hannan, 

2023) (Bhattacharya, 2023). 

 Strengthen Institutional and Policy Support 

Stronger institutional and policy support is necessary to address the challenges faced by small tea 

growers. This includes providing access to credit, technology, and training, as well as protecting their 

rights in the global tea market (-, 2023) (Nandi & Bhattacharya, 2023). 

 

Conclusion 

The livelihoods of small tea growers in North Bengal are significantly influenced by income, education, and 

market access. Low and unstable income levels, lack of education, and limited market access are the primary 

challenges faced by these growers. Addressing these challenges requires a multi-faceted approach that 

includes economic, educational, and policy interventions. By empowering small tea growers through 

education, improving their access to markets, and ensuring fair prices for their produce, it is possible to 

enhance their livelihoods and contribute to the sustainable development of the tea industry in North Bengal. 
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