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EXPLORING THE PRODUCTION AND MARKETING ECOSYSTEM OF SMALL TEA GROWERS IN ASSAM


ABSTRACT
Tea production in India has witnessed significant growth since its origins during the colonial era. In Assam, the tea industry has undergone a notable transformation, particularly with the emergence and increasing prominence of small tea growers. Over the years, these growers have come to play a vital role in the sector. At present, small tea farmers are active across 27 districts in Assam, with the highest concentrations found in five key districts: Dibrugarh, Tinsukia, Jorhat, Sivasagar, and Golaghat.
Aim: The current study entitled, “Exploring the production and marketing ecosystem of small tea growers in Assam” aims at identifying the existing marketing channels and identify the challenges faced by the small tea growers in the production and marketing of tea leaves.
Methodology: The present study was conducted in Tinsukia and Dibrugarh districts of Assam, serving as the primary areas of investigation. A multistage random sampling technique was employed to ensure a representative selection of respondents. Both primary and secondary data sources were utilized for the analysis. A total of 197 small tea growers were randomly selected from the two districts forming the final sampling unit for the study.
Results: Two distinct marketing channels were discovered in the distribution of tea leaves in the surveyed area. The small tea growers use both the channels for marketing the green tea leaves, but Channel II serves as the common marketing channel used by majority of the small- tea growers. While it was observed that Channel-I was efficient, it was seen that the small- growers preferred to dispose the leaf produce through Channel-II. There were several inherent obstacles in the growth and development of small tea farms in both production and marketing aspects.  The study clearly highlights that environmental and economic factor such as weather and market price fluctuations pose the biggest threats to agricultural productivity. The issues in the marketing of green tea leaves highlight the volatility and inefficiencies in the marketing channels available to small tea growers. 
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1. INTRODUCTION
The small tea grower (STG) segment has become an indispensable pillar of Assam’s tea economy, contributing over 50% of the state’s total tea production (Tea Board of India, 2023). Characterized by landholdings which are less than 10.12 hectares, STGs have proliferated across the region, particularly in districts of Tinsukia, Dibrugarh, Jorhat and Golaghat. Despite their growing numerical and economic significance, these growers continue to face systemic barriers that hinder their integration into formal value chains and reduce their competitiveness (Baruah, 2021). 
Marketing inefficiencies form one of the pressing challenges faced by the STGs. A majority of them rely on intermediaries or bought-leaf factories to sell their produce, often at prices below market value, due to the absence of direct market access, organized cooperatives, and pricing transparency (Saikia & Dutta, 2020). Furthermore, weak infrastructure, poor bargaining power, and limited access to institutional support mechanisms exacerbate their marketing vulnerabilities (Borah,2022).
In terms of production, STGs struggle with erratic weather conditions, lack of training, high output price fluctuations and limited access to credit and agricultural inputs. These challenges not only reduce yield but also affect the quality of green leaf, which in turn impacts market price (Gogoi et al., 2021). Moreover, the absence of sustainable farming practices, coupled with increasing climate-related stressors, raises concerns about the long-term viability of small tea farming (Das, 2023).
Given these multifaceted challenges, this study aims to investigate the structure and effectiveness of existing marketing channels for small tea growers in Assam while identifying key production and marketing problems. The findings are expected to inform policy interventions and support frameworks aimed at improving market access, strengthening grower cooperatives, and promoting sustainable cultivation among STGs.
1.1. OBJECTIVES
· To identify and understand the existing marketing channels and marketing efficiency of small tea growers.
· To discover the constraints faced by small tea growers in production and marketing of green leaf.


1.2.  LITERATURE REVIEW
In a study by Karmakar and Banerjee (2005), it was noted smaller tea farmers typically sold the green leaves to larger tea estates nearby or to the factories that purchase leaves. The price of green tea leaves ranged from Rs. 6. 70 to Rs. 9. 35, influenced by their quality. It was noted that almost all the growers faced difficulties in procurement of essential inputs like fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides as a result of poor transportation facilities or irregular availability in the retail market. All the growers were seen to maintain 15-20 days plucking rounds.  Green tea leaves were mostly sold to factories owned by large growers either by direct sale or through middleman. The overall price realized by the small growers was Rs 5.11, which was very low as compared to other regions.
Sharma et al. (2007) in their research discovered that access to markets varied among different types of households. These households can encounter differing transaction costs for participating in the market, along with risks related to pricing and contracts, as well as differences in financial and human resources. The decision about which marketing channel a producer will select at any given time relies on several factors.
Baruah (2008) through his study underlined the absence of marketing infrastructure as a key bottleneck for small growers. Baruah highlighted the role of middlemen and brokers, which reduces the grower’s share in the final price. He recommends cooperative marketing as a solution.
Baruah (2008) highlighted that STGs often operate without formal recognition, credit access, or extension support. Problems such as unregulated leaf markets, limited training, and poor input quality are emphasized.
Bhowmik (2011) provides one of the most detailed analyses of the marketing constraints faced by small-tea growers (STGs), especially in Assam and West Bengal. He noted that most STGs lack direct market access and sell to BLFs at non-remunerative prices, resulting in exploitation and income instability.
Saikia (2012) identified multiple challenges including dependence on BLFs, lack of scientific knowledge, and unpredictable market demand. He argues that STGs face high risk due to price volatility and climate effects.
Rai and Baruah (2013) pointed out that small tea farming faces several challenges. These include insufficient fertilizer application, limited knowledge about methods to protect plants, poor irrigation systems, unregulated prices for green leaves, expensive hired labour, exploitation by large estates, and failure to get registered with Tea-Board-of India.
Sarkar and Bhowmik (2015) in their study, the authors explore market linkages and show that STGs are often locked into informal contracts with BLFs, which restricts their ability to bargain or explore alternate channels.
Chakraborty and Das (2019) in their research study evaluates marketing channels available to small =tea growers in Assam. It emphasizes that absence of auction access for green leaves leads to price disparity and inefficiencies. It proposes mobile-based digital platforms for real-time pricing.
A research study by Borah et. al (2019) in Assam, India found that small tea growers face price-volatility because of their dependence on intermediaries and the absence of a standard price-regulation mechanism. The study highlighted the need for direct market access and price transparency through use of digital platforms.
Mazumdar (2021) in a more recent study, explores how digital marketplaces and e-commerce platforms can revolutionize the green leaf marketing process, but notes infrastructural and literacy barriers.
2. METHODOLOGY
2.1. Sampling Procedure
The present study adopted a multistage random sampling approach. In Assam, small-scale tea cultivation is predominantly concentrated in the Upper Brahmaputra Valley and the North Bank Plains. Notably, the Upper Brahmaputra Valley accounts for approximately 97% of the state's total small tea production. Hence, this region was chosen in the first stage of sampling, as it represents Assam’s primary tea-producing zone with the highest density of tea plantations.
In the second stage, two districts with the largest populations of small tea growers were purposively selected. Moving to the third stage, two blocks each from Tinsukia and Dibrugarh districts were purposively chosen to facilitate the study. Finally, in the fourth stage, small tea growers from the selected blocks in both districts were randomly sampled, forming the ultimate units for data collection.
2.2. Selection of blocks
Tinsukia district is divided into seven development blocks: Guijan, Hapjan, Itakhuli, Kakopathar, Margherita, Sadiya, and Saikhowa. Among these, Guijan and Itakhuli blocks were purposively selected for the study due to their notably high concentration of small tea growers.
Similarly, Dibrugarh district comprises seven blocks, namely Barbaruah, Joypur, Khowang, Lahoal, Panitola, Tengakhat, and Tingkhong. For the purpose of this research, Panitola and Lahoal blocks were chosen purposively, as they also host a significant number of small-tea cultivators.
2.2. Selection of respondents
From the selected blocks in both districts, small tea growers were randomly chosen, forming the final sampling units for the study. These growers were then categorized into three distinct groups based on the size of their tea plantation holdings.
· Marginal-small growers: 0-2.5 hectares
· Small-scale growers: 2.5-5.00 hectares
· Medium small growers: 5.0 hectares and above. 
The sample size of small tea growers from Guijan and Itakhuli blocks of Tinsukia district was 92. Consequently, 105 small-tea growers were selected from Panitola and Lahoal blocks of Dibrugarh district randomly. The sample size was constituted of 197 respondents.
2.4. Data collection
The data was gathered through use of primary and secondary sources. The primary data from the respondents were collected using a personal interview method. The study utilized secondary data obtained from various publications and official reports of Tea Board. of India, Indian Tea Association, publications of Industry and Commerce Department, Govt. of Assam; All Assam/Small Tea/Growers’ Association, Statistical Handbook, Assam (2023). Various other works such as Ph.D. Theses, Research Reports, Books, Journal Articles etc. were referred to for collecting relevant secondary information.
2.5. Period of study
The information pertaining to the present study was collected and gathered during the year 2023- 24.
2.6. Analytical Framework
a. Tabular analysis
To provide information related to the objectives under study, the primary and secondar data gathered was presented in simple tabular form to analyze and infer conclusions from it.
b. Descriptive statistics
The collected information was summarized through descriptive statistical techniques like averages, means, and percentages to produce significant findings.
c. Marketing efficiency 
The effectiveness of the various marketing channels was assessed by- Shepherd’s technique, and a successful marketing channel was identified using the Shepherd ratio.

Shepherd ratio =  – 1
The higher ratio, the greater would be the marketing efficiency and vice versa.
d. Garrett Ranking technique
For the analysis of the problems faced by the growers in production and the marketing of green leaf in Assam, Garrett’s ranking method was employed.
 


Where, Rij= Rank given for the ith item by the jth individual
Nj= No. of items ranked by jth individuals.
Using Garrett’s table as a guide, the estimated percentage position was transformed into specific scores. The percentage position for every rank was changed into a score, based on Garrett’s table. For each of the constraints, the-scores from each respondent-were-summed-up and-then divided by the overall number _of respondents. Therefore, ranking was carried out according to the Garrett mean score.
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1. Present marketing channels and their efficiencies
Tea is significant agricultural product that needs an effective marketing system for its sale. The three main methods for selling tea that have been identified are: (a) via auction, (b) direct sales from the garden, and (c) forward contracts. In India, the tea marketing process can mainly be divided into primary and secondary markets. Primary marketing channels play a crucial role in transferring made-tea from growers, whether small farmers or estates, to large tea buyers. This outlines how tea moves straight from producers to buyers, both domestically and internationally. The channel takes tea from producers to auction locations, where it is sold to larger buyers through brokers. The secondary marketing channel involves the sale of bulk tea bought from the primary markets via auction to the final consumers. During this stage, tea goes through various intermediaries such as wholesalers, commission agents, blenders, packers, and retailers.
Typically, small tea producers sell their harvested leaves to collectors or purchasing centers. Due to not having their own processing facilities, they send their products to Bought Leaf Factories for additional processing. Among 197 small tea producers surveyed from the Dibrugarh and Tinsukia districts, only 15 percent (30 producers) had a direct connection with the factories, while 85 percent (167 producers) sold the green tea leaves through commission agents. This shows that agents are essential for the marketing of green tea-leaves from small tea producers. Two distinct marketing channels were discovered in the distribution of tea leaves in the surveyed area.
Channel I: Small--tea growers (producers) → Factory (direct sale)
Channel II: Small--tea growers → Commission Agent→ _Factory
The small tea growers use both the channels for marketing the green tea leaves, but Channel II serves as the common marketing channel used by majority of the small- tea growers.
Price spread and marketing efficiency analysis in the marketing channels
The examination of price spread looks at the disparity between consumer payments and the earnings of growers for identical amounts of green tea leaves. Consumers pay Rs 340. 00 for one kilogram of processed tea, which comes from 3 kilograms of green tea leaves. To find out how much of the consumer price corresponds to 1 kilogram of tea leaves, the price for one kilogram of processed tea is divided by 3. In-Channel- I, the share of the selling price that goes to the grower was Rs 24. 78, and in Channel-II, it was Rs 23. 89. The price spread was lower in Channel- I as compared to Channel- II.
The connection between the worth of items sold and the entire cost of marketing is what defines marketing efficiency. A comprehensive analysis of marketing efficiency regarding the produce of selected small tea growers has been carried out. Shepherd's method was applied to assess the efficiency of the two marketing channels. An efficiency score of 8.13 was recorded for Channel- I, while in Channel-II it was calculated at 7. 60. Therefore, it can be concluded that Channel-I outperforms Channel-II in terms of efficiency suggesting that as the number of mediators rises between the producer or grower and the processing unit, marketing efficiency tends to decline. A table representation is provided in Table 1.
Table 1.: Price-spread and marketing efficiency
	Sl. No.
	Particulars
	Channel I
	Channel II

	1
	Grower's Price (per kg)
	28
	27

	2
	Total marketing cost
	13.9
	14.85

	3
	Consumer's price (processed dry leaf)
	113
	113

	4
	Producer's share in Consumer's rupee
	24.78
	23.89

	5
	Price spread
	85
	86

	6
	Marketing Efficiency
	8.13
	7.60



3.2. Constraints faced by the small tea growers in production and marketing of green leaf
A. Production constraints
The table.2. presents a ranking of various production constraints faced by farmers, based on Garrett mean scores. This method quantifies farmers’ perceptions to identify which issues are most pressing in their agricultural activities. Each constraint is scored and ranked accordingly — a higher Garrett score indicates a more severe constraint. Weather unpredictability emerged as the most critical issue with a Garrett score of 57.82. This includes irregular rainfall, droughts, floods, and temperature extremes that directly impact crop yields. Since weather is beyond human control and highly influential in agriculture, it's understandable why farmers see it as their biggest challenge.
Farmers also face uncertainty in market prices for their produce. When prices drop unexpectedly after harvest, their incomes suffer, making this the second most significant constraint. This economic instability can discourage farmers from investing in quality inputs for future seasons. Labour shortages, especially during peak farming seasons like sowing and harvesting, create delays and inefficiencies. Urban migration and lack of skilled workers contribute to this issue, making it a major concern for smooth farm operations.
Many farmers struggle to access credit or sufficient financial resources which was another challenge faced by the growers. Without adequate capital, they were facing difficulty to buy seeds, fertilizers, machinery, or pay for labour, leading to compromised productivity. 
A gap in awareness or training regarding modern farming practices, new technologies, and scientific methods limits the ability of farmers to improve their yields. This constraint points to the need for better agricultural extension services and farmer education. Crop damage from pests and plant diseases was seen to continue to be a serious concern. 
Sometimes, essential fertilizers are either unavailable locally or arrive too late in the season. Delayed or insufficient access can severely affect plant growth and productivity.
While rainfall is a primary source of irrigation for the small tea growers in the study area, lack of supplementary irrigation infrastructure limits their ability to sustain crops during dry spells. This constraint is more prominent in rainfed areas. Like fertilizers, access to timely and effective pesticides is crucial. Farmers ranked this issue lower compared to others but still considered it a barrier, particularly when pest outbreaks occur.
Poor roads and lack of reliable transport make it difficult to move produce to markets, leading to spoilage or delays. Although it ranks last, this factor still affects profitability, especially for perishable goods.
Table.2.: Production constraints faced by small tea growers
	Sl. No.
	Production Constraint
	Garrett mean score
	Rank

	1
	Unfavourable weather
	57.82
	I

	2
	High output price fluctuations
	56.11
	II

	3
	Non-availability of labour
	52.70
	III

	4
	Lack of adequate finance
	50.69
	IV

	5
	Lack of technical knowledge
	49.72
	V

	6
	Incidence of pests and diseases
	48.68
	VI

	7
	Inadequate availability of fertilizers
	47.71
	VII

	8
	Lack of irrigation facilities
	47.01
	VIII

	9
	Unavailability of pesticides
	46.41
	IX

	10
	Inadequate transportation facilities
	41.14
	X


B. Marketing constraints
The small-tea cultivators /in/the/study area encountered issues in selling green leaves. These problems were identified, examined and are shown in Table.3.
From Table 3., it is portrayed, the small tea growers mostly struggle with changing prices of tea leaves, which had a Garrett mean score of 62.16. Nearly all small tea farmers sell the green leaves to nearby large gardens or bought- leaf factories, and the average price for these leaves differs across various seasons and locations. The small growers of Assam do not get remunerative prices as there is no uniform formula or regulation on determining and fixing rate of green leaves. Thus, the price of tea leaf varies from time to time, place to place, quality to quality even from buyer to buyer. 
Delayed payments and exploitation by the middlemen were the next major constraints with mean scores of 61.04 and 59.43 respectively faced.by the small growers/in the selling process of green leaves. Lack of market information to the growers was yet another problem. Small-tea growers are also affected due to inadequacy of processing facilities which with a mean score of 57.44 is considered to be a major problem. There is acute shortage of tea processing plants to process the raw tea leaves obtained from smallholder tea farmers. 
The small growers were often seen to forcefully dispose their green leaf to the non-estate tea factories or tea estates which are seen to be exploiting them. An increasing number-of small tea producers in a community adds to the issue of factory shortages. Typically, these small growers being based in rural regions, which often lack proper roads or reliable communication methods. Consequently, the absence of adequate transportation and effective communication has been identified as another limitation for selling the products of these small producers. Another problem identified during the study was faulty weighing of green leaves reported to be practiced by the commission agents thereby paying lower prices to the small-tea growers.
Table 3.: Marketing Constraints faced by the small tea growers
	Sl. No.
	Marketing constraints
	Garett mean score
	Rank 

	1
	Price fluctuation of green leaves
	62.16
	I

	2
	Delayed payment
	61.04
	II

	3
	Exploitation by middlemen
	59.43
	III

	4
	Lack of market information
	59.3
	IV

	5
	Lack of adequate processing facilities
	57.44
	V

	6
	High transportation cost
	54.23
	VI

	7
	Faulty weighing of green leaves
	52.83
	VII


4. CONCLUSION
In conclusion, while it was observed that Channel-I was more marketing- efficient, it was seen that the small- growers preferred to dispose the leaf produce through Channel-II indicating easy and potential accessibility or trust-based factors. There were several inherent obstacles in the growth and development of small tea farms in both production and marketing aspects.  The study clearly highlights that environmental and economic factor —such as weather and market price fluctuations—pose the biggest threats to agricultural productivity. However, operational issues like labour shortages, lack of finance, and access to farm inputs also play a substantial role. The issues in the marketing of green tea leaves highlight the volatility and inefficiencies in the marketing channels available to small tea growers. Other challenges such as inadequate market information, lack of processing facilities, and high transportation costs also pose considerable barriers to efficient market access.
Addressing these multi-dimensional challenges will require strategic interventions at the policy level, including infrastructure development, improved market access, and institutional support mechanisms to strengthen small tea growers’ position. The solution to the multi-dimensional problems would require effective interventions at the state or central level in order to facilitate better opportunities for the small tea growers.
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