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Abstract 
Awareness does not merely mean knowing something but much more 

than that. Being unaware or in a oblivious state paves the way for the 

labourers facing injustice in many ways in their lives. The study speaks 

about the awareness level of the tea labourers, who belong to the tribal 

community of the Nilgiris district in Tamilnadu. The study speaks about 

the oblivious state of the tribal tea labourers working in different tea estates 

in different regions. Data have been gathered through questionnaires and 

interviews, which explain the pathetic conditions of the labourers in the tea 

estates. The researcher witnessed the evidence of denial of labour rights by 

the management and crisis in payment of wages as the result of poor level 

of awareness among the tribal tea labourers. Suggestions have been made 

to improve the situation and help the efforts of NGOs, Social activists, 

Government officials from tribal welfare department and labour welfare 

departments. 

Keywords: Tea Labourers, Tribal Tea Labourers, Awareness of 

labourers, Trade unions. 
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1. Introduction 

Awareness, according to the dictionary is “the state or condition of being aware; 

having knowledge”. But the word awareness played a major role as an initiator 

in the history of many nations. When the labourers became aware of their basic 

rights, many positive changes took place among their employers. History has 

proven that only through creating awareness great dreams are made possible. 

But developing countries and under-developed countries face the problem of 

slow growth because of lack of awareness among all the civilians in the society. 

For example, in India it is a known fact that a majority of the tribes have not yet 

received all the basic amenities which a normal citizen can enjoy as per our 

constitutional rights.Reserved communities like schedule tribes reside in dense 

forests and in the rural region which are hard to reach. Such tribes never enjoy 

the benefits of modernization in communication, agriculture, electricity and 

financial sectors.  

They are „oblivious‟ of their condition. They are not aware of the growth which 

is happening elsewhere in the country. Many of their villages have not yet 

received the basic facilities like electricity, road,drinking water etc. If the people 

are aware that they have the right to claim the above mentioned facilities, they 

can fight for their rights.  

But, they are not aware and their condition seems to be more pathetic and 

sometimes makes one emotionally disturbed. This article is about the oblivious 

level of the tribal tea labourers who work in the tea estates in the Nilgiris 

district. 

The Nilgiris district comprises six taluks which includes Udhagamandalam, 

Coonoor, Gudalur, Kundah, Kotagiri and Pandalur and eighteen urban units. 

The population of the tribes in the district is 32,813 and 22,752 of it live in rural 

and forest region.  

The overall population of the Nilgiris district is 735,394. The study area and the 

respondents include the tea labourers from primitive tribes like Kurumbas, 

Irulas, Paniyas, Kattunaickens, Kothas and Todas from the above mentioned 

taluks. 

The tribal tea labourers are mostly employed as contract or temporary labourers 

in order to deny them their basic labour rights. Eventhough they have been 

working for a long period of time, two years or more, they are not considered as 

employees.    

They are not benefitted under plantation labour act, provident fund, ESI or other 

welfare acts.  

Plantation labour act was enforced practice in 1951 in order to regulate and 

safeguard the basic rights of plantation labourers, who worked in rubber estates, 
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tea estates, coffee estates, cinchona and cardamom estates. Plantation labour act 

insists on the safety and welfare measures which have to be carried out by the 

estate management for the betterment of the labourers in the estates. It prevents 

the workers from unfair wages, long working time, punishment and harassment. 

According to the act, the labourers are prohibited from working more than 48 

hours a week.  

They have to be given a break after five hours, i.e., a labourer should not work 

continuously for 5 hours. Also other facilities like transportation, education for 

their children and accommodation facilities have to be provided apart from 

wages. The wages include annual leave, sickness leave and maternity leave with 

wages. When the researcher spoke to the tribal tea labourers, a majority of the 

people was not aware of the plantation labour act and it was shocking that many 

of them did not know the difference between contract and regular employment. 

 „The employees‟ provident funds and miscellaneous provisions act‟ was 

enacted in the year 1952. As per the amended act of 1976,  every industry which 

has completed 3 years of operation and holds 20 or more workers must come 

under the employees provident fund scheme. But in the case of tea labourers, 

some officials from the estate management say that the tea labourers are 

contract labourers and hence they are not eligible to enjoy the benefits of the 

act. According to the contract labour (regulation and abolition) act, 1970, a 

contract labourer can be employed „with or without‟ the knowledge of the 

employer by the contractor. It is evident that there are no registering officers 

appointed as per the act to regulate the employment of contract labourers. The 

above mentioned observations are similar to other welfare measures, which a 

tea labourer has to receive according to the labour laws. The researcher has 

done the field research to analyse the awareness level of the tribal tea labourers 

regarding the labour laws and other benefits. 

2. Review of Literature 

Achyut Krishna Borah (2013) analysed the living condition of the tribal tea 

labourers of Assam. He clearly explained that due to the fall in the price for tea, 

the tea producers push the loss towards the labourers in the form of deduction in 

wages without proper reason.  

He also found that there were no proper facilities for the education of 

thelabourers‟ children or accommodations. This condition prevailed as a result 

of the poor awareness level of labourers. The tea labourers were not able to 

claim their rights as they lacked knowledge about the labour laws and acts. 

Hariharan and Siva Kumar (2014) studied the poor working condition of 

women tea labourers of Kerala. The researchers found that the labourers were 

not aware of the medical facilities which had to be provided by the 

management. Hence a huge number of victims suffered from water borne and 

air borne diseases and also from malnutrition. The authors suggest that the 
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management take measures in reducing health issues of the tea labourers in 

order to make the work efficient and standardized. 

M.G. Srinivasan (2016) argued that a separate board had to be set up by the 

government to take care of the tea labourers of the Nilgiris district. He revealed 

that the labourers were denied their basic rights and benefits. Awareness about 

the daily wages and relevant benefits must be created among the tea labourers 

by which they could claim their rights from their management. 

Objectives of the study 
 To ascertain the awareness level of the Tribal tea labourers regarding the 

schemes and benefits provided by the government 

 To determine the reasons for the deployment of the tea labourers from the 

current working place 

 To analyse the welfare measures provided by the tea estate managements 

Scope of the Study 
 To enlighten the tribal tea labourers on their basic rights. 

 To create awareness about the trade unions & labour welfare 

Limitation of the study 
 The survey has been conducted only in the Nilgiris district. 

 Convenient sampling has been adopted in the survey as the tribal settlements are 

hard to reach via roads 

 The sample size is 140 and the results may not be acceptable universally. 

Statement of the problem 

The awareness level among the tribes seems to be very poor and hence they are 

not able to claim their rights from the government as well as their employers. 

This results in a poor living condition and lack of education, accommodation 

and medical facilities due to them. Moreover, due to the lack of awareness, they 

are denied basic rights which have to be provided by the employer.  Therefore, 

this paper has been framed to find out the solutions for overcoming their 

oblivious or unaware stage for their better future. 

3. Research Methodology 

Tribal tea labourers belonging to the Nilgiris district were taken into 

consideration as respondents. The sample size was 140 and the respondents 

were from tribal villages of different region. Questionnaire was framed 

according to the objectives of the study. Random sampling method was 

followed due to the inconvenience in reaching many tribal villages and 

settlements. The data thus gathered were analysed using simple percentage 

method, Chi square and correlation methods. 

Data analysis and interpretation 

The primary data were collected by the researcher in the Nilgiris district of 

Tamilnadu. 140 tribal tea labourers responded the questionnaire. The data thus 

collected were interpreted with simple percentage method as follows. 
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Table 1: Demographic Profile 

S.No Particulars Classification No.of Respondents 

 

1 Age 

19  -  25  39 27.9 

26  -   35 42 30 

36  -  40 31 22.1 

41  -  50 26 18.6 

51 & Above 2 1.4 

2 Gender 
Male 79 56.4 

Female 61 43.6 

3 Educational Qualification 

Uneducated 23 16.4 

High School 79 56.4 

Higher Secondary 34 24.3 

Graduates & Others 4 2.9 

4 Monthly Income 
Below 5000 85 60.7 

5000-10,000 55 39.3 

Source: Primary data collected by the researcher 

Table 1 computes the demographic profile of the respondents who belong to the 

tribal community. The respondents reside in the tribal villages and settlements 

which are inside the dense forest regions and tea estates. Around 28 percent of 

the respondents are in the age group of 19-25. The age group of 26-35 

comprises 30 percent of respondents. 22 percent of respondents fall under the 

age group of 36-40. 18.6 percent of tribal tea labourer comes under the age 

group of 41-50 and the remaining 1.4 percent of the labourers are above the age 

of 51. The table depicts that the male respondents are 56.4 percent the female 

43.6 percent. There is no more differences in the gender ratio. 

The table explains the education details of the respondents as follows. Around 

16.4 percent of the tribal tea labourers are uneducated and 56.4 percent have 

completed their high school education. 24.3 percent of the respondents have 

completed their higher secondary education. The table shows that 2.9 percent of 

the tribal tea labourers have completed graduation (1 bachelor degree and 3 ITI 

holders). The table states that around 60.7 percent of the respondents receive 

income below 5000 per month and the remaining 39.3 percent of labourers earn 

5001 to 10000 per month.  

Table 2 explains the awareness level of the tribal tea labourers about their basic 

rights as per the labour laws and schemes enacted by the government. The table 

mentions that 62.9 percent of the tribal tea labourers are not aware about the 

reservations in employment which has been allocated for the tribes by the state 

and central governments. Only 30 percent are aware of such reservation and 7.1 

percent are highly aware. But they have not made enough efforts to utilize the 

reservations. 

Similarly, it seems to be a worrying situation that around 71.43 percent of the 
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tribal tea labourers are not aware of the medical assistance which has to be 

provided by the employer as per the labour law. The awareness level is just 

27.14 percent and only 1.43 percent i.e., 2 labourer are highly aware that they 

have to be provided with medical facilities. 

Table 2: Awareness about the Schemes by Government & Basic Rights 
S.No Particular Highly Aware % Aware % Not Aware % 

1 

Reservation schemes for 

tribes by state & central 

governments 10 7.1 42 30 88 62.9 

2 

Medical assistance by 

employer as per labour law 2 1.43 38 27.14 100 71.43 

3 Provident fund scheme 1 0.7 19 13.6 120 85.7 

4 

Dearness allowance & 

benevolent benefits - 0 16 11.43 124 88.57 

5 

Reservation for education 

for the children 28 20 69 49.3 43 30.7 

6 

About Plantation labour act 

1951 and Tamilnadu 

Plantation labour rule 1955 -  7 5 133 95 

7 Pension schemes -  18 12.86 122 87.14 

8 

Trade unions & its 

activities 17 12.14 32 22.86 91 65 

9 Tribal welfare department 42 30 72 51.43 26 18.57 

Source: Primary data collected by the researcher 

The knowledge about the provident fund scheme is very low i.e., only 0.7 

percent are highly aware about the scheme and 13.6 percent know little 

regarding the provident fund scheme and its benefits. It is understood that being 

contract labourers they are denied provident fund scheme. Around 20 labourers 

are aware of the scheme but they ae not enrolled under the scheme. Regarding 

dearness allowances and benevolent benefits only 11.43 percent of the labourers 

have some knowledge about the benefits. But a majority of them i.e., 88.57 

percent are not even aware of such benefits. 

It seems to be more pathetic that only 5 percent of the labourers are aware of the 

Plantation labour act 1951 and Tamilnadu Plantation labour rule 1955. Around 

95 percent of them are not aware of the laws.The labourers were enrolled as 

contract labourers and hence pension schemes were not applicable.But 12.86 

percent of the labourers have the knowledge of pension scheme and the rest 

87.14 percent do not have any idea about the pension scheme. The awareness 

level regarding the reservation for education for children is comparatively good 

i.e., around 20 percent of labourers are highly aware of the reservation and 49.3 

percent of them know about such reservations. Only 30 percent are not aware of 

such reservation. 

The table depicts that only 12.14 percent of the respondents are highly aware of 

the trade union and its activities. 22.86 percent of the respondents are aware of 
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the trade union activities and 65 percent of the tribal tea labourers know nothing 

about the trade union and its activities. From table 2 it can be understood that 42 

percent of people are highly aware of the tribal welfare department and 51.43 

are aware i.e., they have a little knowledge about the department when 

compared to the 18.57 percent of the respondents who do not have any 

awareness of the tribal welfare department. 

Table 3: Decisions/ Reasons for the labourer in remaining/ leaving the current 

job 

 S. no Particular Classification 

No of 

Respondents Percentage 

1 

Status of remaining/ 

leaving the current 

job 

To continue as  a labourer in the same 

estate 71 50.71 

Move to other estates as a labourer  34 24.29 

Move to other place in search of 

different job 11 7.86 

To be self-employed(Agriculture, 

cattle rearing, NGO supporting tasks 

etc) 19 13.57 

To continue higher education 5 3.57 

2 

Reason for moving 

to other estates as a 

tea labourer 

Comparatively more wages 15 44.12 

Human rights violation 6 17.65 

To move away from the tribal 

settlement 2 5.88 

Comparatively Less working time 4 11.76 

Compulsion to move on by the current 

employer 3 8.82 

Guidance by the contractor 4 11.76 

Source: Primary data collected by the researcher 

Table 3 reveals the fact that 50.71 percent of tribal tea labourers want to remain 

in the same estate as tea labourers. 24.29 percent of them decide to move to 

other estates. 7.86 percent of the respondents prefer a job change. 13.57 percent 

of them are starting new business and other income earning process and the 

remaining 3.57 percent are moving out to pursue higher education like 

graduation or technical courses. Table 3 also explains the reason for the 

respondents to leave the current estates but to continue as the tea labourers. 

44.12 percent of the respondents prefer more wages than given by the current 

management. 17.65 percent of the respondents report that there are traces of 

human rights violations. 5.88 percent of the tribal tea labourers say that they 

want to move away from their current tribal villages and to settle in some other 

place. 11.76 percent of the respondents‟ state that they want to move to other 

estates as the working time is less when compared to the current estates. 8.82 

percent of them mention that they are compelled to move away from the current 

working place for different reasons. 11.76 percent of the respondents stated that 

their contractor employs them in some other nearby estates. 
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Chi square tests 

Specification 

Status of remaining / leaving the current job 

In the 

same 

estate 

Move to 

other 

estates 

Move 

to 

differe

nt jobs 

Self 

employed 

Higher 

education 
Total 

To work as 

tea labourer 71 34    
105 

Other Jobs   11 19 5 35 

Total 71 34 11 19 5 140 

Source: Primary data collected by the researcher 

With chi square test 5 % level, mention that whether the two attributes are 

independent. Degree of freedom = (r-1)(c-1) 

So (5-1)(2-1)=4 

Table value 5 % for 4 is 14.860 

Expected frequency could be found out by 

E=  Row total x Column total 

Grand total 

A table can be formed according to the above rule and expected frequencies will 

be mentioned in each cell 

Specification 

Status of remaining / leaving the current job 

In the same 

estate 

Move to other 

estates 

Move to 

different jobs 

Self 

employed 

Higher 

education 

Tot

al 

To work as tea 

labourer 

71 34 - - - 

105 
71*105/140 

 =53.25 

34*105/140 

=25.5     

Other Jobs 

    11 19 12 

35 

    

11*35 /140 

=2.75 

19*35 /140 

=4.75 

5*35 

/140 =1.25 

Total 71 34 11 19 12 140 

H0:No association exists between the attributes ie the two attributes are 

independent 

H1 : An association exists between the attributes 

                                              X
2 

= ∑ (O-E)
2
 

EiX
2 

= (71-53.25)
2
 +(34-25.5)

2
  + (11-2.75)

2
  + (19-4.75)

2
  + (5-1.25)

2
 

53.25               25.5               2.75               4.75              1.25               

X
2 

=     5.9166+2.8333+24.75+42.75+11.25  

X
2 

=     87.4999 

Degree of Freedom = (r-1) (c-1) = 4x1=4 

Since the computed value of  X
2
being more than 14.860, it is significant and 

hence H0 is rejected. Therefore the two attributes are not independent, i.e., 

association exists between the attributes. 
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Correlation Test 

Hence two variables are required: X & Y, the dependent factors based on the 

occupation in tea estates, considered as X variables & the other occupation or 

higher education which is independent, considered as Y variables. 

X Y 

Comparatively more wages 15 To move away from the tribal settlement 2 

Comparatively less working time 4 Compulsion to move on the current employer 2 

Guidance by the contractor 4 Human rights violation                      6 

 

 X 15 4 4 

Y 6 2           3 

 

X dX=X-7.66 dX
2
 Y Y=Y-3.66 dY

2
 dXdY 

15 7.34 53.86 6 2.34 5.48 17.18 

4 -3.66 13.39 2 -1.66 2.76 6.08 

4 -3.66 13.39 3 -0.66 0.44 2.42 

∑X=23 ∑dX= 0.02 ∑dX
2
=80.65 ∑Y= 11 ∑dY= 0.02 ∑dY

2
= 8.68 ∑dXdy= 25.68 

The Formula for coefficient of correlation is as follows 

r = ∑dXdy 

 

∑dXdy= 25.68 

∑dX
2
= 80.65 

∑dY
2
= 8.68 

r =        25.68 

 
r =         25.68 

26.458 

r =       0.97 

It has been found that to remain as tea labourers or to move on for other options 

seems to be positive. Hence the result indicates that the two variables are 

correlated positively. 

4. Findings 

1. From the observation and interviews with the tribal tea labourers it has been 

understood that majority of the tribal tea labourers i.e., 62.9 % of the respondents 

are not aware of the beneficial schemes (reservation and other schemes) which have 

been specially enacted for the welfare of the tribal community. 

2. A poor percentage of respondents which comprises 1.43 % were highly aware and 

27.14 % were aware about the medical assistance provided by the employer 

according to the labour law. 
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3. The tribal tea labourers are denied financial benefits like dearness allowances, 

casual leave, provident fund, etc. Only 16 % of the respondents are aware of the 

benefits. It is also found that the other non-tribal labourers are also not aware of 

such benefits. 

4. It has been observed that the youngsters among the tribal tea labourers are aware 

about reservation which has been provided by the state and central government for 

education. Around 70% of the respondents are aware of the reservation schemes for 

education. Many children of the tribal tea labourers are pursuing higher education 

in government colleges at Ooty, Gudalur and Coimbatore. 

5. 95 % of the estate labourers who belong to tribal community are not aware of the 

labour law especially the Plantation labour act 1951 and Tamilnadu Plantation 

labour rule 1955. 

6. 87.14 % of the respondents were not aware of the pension schemes and any other 

relevant schemes. 

7. Even though many trade unions are functioning at the Nilgiris district for the 

plantation labourers, small industries and estates in the Kotagiri and Gudalur region 

they are not considerable or concentrated.  From table 2 it is evident that 65 percent 

of the tribal tea labourers are not aware of the trade unions and its activities. The 

remaining 35 percent of the respondents are aware of the trade unions but a 

majority of them are not enrolled in the trade unions because they say that no 

unions approached them for enrolment. It has been found that trade unions are not 

functioning in many tea estates which are located in deep rural regions. 

The study also reveals that the NGOs helped the tribes in self-earning methods 

like cattle rearing, herbal plants cultivation, medicine preparation and other 

tasks. 

5. Suggestion 

The study visualizes the ignorance or oblivious state of the tea labourers of 

tribal community. It is the duty of the government to instruct the labour welfare 

department officials to concentrate on plantation labourers of the Nilgiris 

district. A majority of the labourers have fundamental education. So it would be 

easier for the officials from labour welfare department to educate them about 

the basic rights and benefits. 

It is clearly evident that the trade unions concentrate on tea factories which are 

familiar and which are easily reachable. But it seems to be unfair that many 

plantation labourers from remote regions are not included. Moreover, it is 

necessary to concentrate and enroll such tribal labourers in trade unions to 

enlighten them on their education and employability. 

NGOs which are associated with tribal welfare can also take efforts to educate 

the tribal tea labourers on the labour law and welfare activities which have to be 

carried out by their employers. Basic information on reservation schemes for 

education and employments in government and private sectors have to spread 

among the tribes. The best way to create awareness for the next generation 
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tribes is to encourage them for higher education. Many tribes move away from 

their current location in search of new jobs, looking for higher wages and safer 

environment. If the NGOs create self-earning opportunities for the tribal tea 

labourers, they may set up their own business. 

Tribal welfare officers and NGOs can take steps to create 100 percent literacy in 

the tribal villages by which they can minimize the population of uneducated and 

oblivious tea labourers. Labour welfare officers must concentrate on all tea and 

coffee estates which are not easily accessible. Because there are traces still of 

human right violations and bonded labour in many estates even in the current 

scenario, strict inspections, raids and legal action must be taken up. 

Scope for future studies 

The research deals with the problems faced by the tribal tea labourers in their 

workplace. So the study can be extended in analyzing the reasons for poor 

management systems in Indian plantation sectors. Future researches can be 

carried out in tea plantation labourer welfare, tribal welfare and development. 

6. Conclusion 

Fast developing countries like India depend not only on its technology growth 

and resources. It also depends on the human resources which plays a major role 

in the country‟s development. Production, manufacturing, extraction and other 

relevant processes are made easier only with the help of the abundant human 

resources available in our country. It is the duty of the government to 

concentrate on the development of such human resources especially 

economically and socially backward people who resides in the rural region. The 

government has to be strict enough before declaring or concluding that all the 

laws which are enacted for the rural people have reached them without any 

interruption. Only then the socio economic status of these labourers would be 

enriched. It is also the responsibility of the NGOs, trade unions and social 

activists to create awareness of the government schemes on reservations, other 

benefits and labour law regulations among the tribes. Socialism and democracy 

will be meaningful only if there is equality among the urban and rural labourers 

who jointly contribute to the country‟s economy. 
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