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ABSTRACT 

	Aims: To identify and rank the major constraints faced by small tea growers (STGs) in Kerala.
Study design:  Field survey was conducted and the STGs were individually made to rank the constraints. The Garrett ranking method was used to find out which problems were most important to the STGs in both districts.
Place and Duration of Study: The study was conducted in the principal tea-growing blocks of Idukki and Wayanad districts in Kerala, between June and August 2025.
Methodology: A purposive sampling approach was adopted to select key tea growing blocks and panchayats, from which 200 STGs were randomly chosen. Primary data were collected through a pre-tested structured interview schedule focusing on constraints in tea cultivation and marketing. Respondents ranked each constraint, and the Garrett ranking technique was applied to quantify and prioritise the challenges identified in each district.
Results: Price volatility was found to be the most critical constraint in Idukki, while labour shortage ranked highest in Wayanad. In Idukki, STGs also reported high wage rates and limited institutional support as significant challenges, whereas in Wayanad, respondents reported climate change and pest and disease incidence as major concerns. Statistical analysis revealed that the severity and nature of constraints differed significantly between the two regions, influencing decisions of STGs to diversify crops and income sources.
Conclusion: The study found that in Idukki, price volatility was the main problem for STGs, along with lack of institutional support and high wage rate. In Wayanad, the biggest issue was a lack of labour, followed by climatic and pest and disease concerns, while stable prices from organic certification made market problems less severe. These challenges led many STGs to switch to other crops or non-farm work. The results show the need for strategies like improvement in market intelligence through price forecasting to help tea growers in Kerala overcome these key problems.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Tea (Camellia sinensis) is a perennial plantation crop known for its processed leaves, which are used to produce one of the most popular beverages in the world. Cultivated mainly in tropical and subtropical regions, tea plants thrive in well-drained, acidic soils and require high humidity, regular rainfall, and mild temperatures for optimal growth (Hajiboland, 2017). The crop plays a crucial role in the agricultural economy, providing livelihoods to millions of smallholders and workers across major producing countries. India is one of the largest tea producers in the world, with a total production of over 1,382 M kg in 2023-24, of which small tea growers (STGs) contributed more than 53 per cent (Tea Board of India, 2024a; PIB, 2023). STGs are small scale growers who cultivate on landholding with size less than 10.12 ha (Borah and Das, 2015). In India tea is mainly cultivated in Northern regions such as Assam and West Bengal and in Southern parts including Karnataka, Kerala and Tamil Nadu.

Tea cultivation is a vital component of agriculture and the rural economy in Kerala. It is a major plantation crop, essential for export revenue and rural livelihoods. Kerala had a tea cultivation area of 35,680 ha in 2023-24, with a production of 65,090 metric tonnes and an average productivity of 1,824 kg per ha. Kerala contributes about 4.7 per cent of total tea production in India, with the highest concentration of STGs found in Idukki and Wayanad districts (GoK, 2024a, Tea Board of India, 2024b). The tea sector also provides direct employment to thousands of families, with STGs forming the backbone of tea production in Kerala. 

Despite this importance, STGs face persistent problems such as unpredictable prices, shortage of labour, high wage rates, frequent attacks by pests and diseases, and impacts from climate change (Kumar and Mathew, 2019). STGs are especially at risk because they have limited land, less capital, and cannot easily adapt to fast-changing market and environmental situations (Choudhury and Tandon, 2021). When market prices fall or production costs rise, their incomes decrease sharply, and they often lack enough institutional support (Sreelakshmi et al., 2021). To tackle these issues, it is important to clearly identify and rank the main constraints faced by STGs. The Garrett ranking technique is a straightforward method that can convert opinions of the growers into scores, helping policymakers understand which problems are most serious (Kumar et al., 2023).

Previous studies show major challenges for STGs in other states include market risks, labour shortage, pest and disease outbreaks, climate problems, and weak institutional support (Basumatary et al., 2021; Sharma et al., 2017). However, there are only few studies that compare these constraints for STGs in Kerala, especially in districts like Idukki and Wayanad. This study fills the gap by using the Garrett ranking method to identify and compare key problems faced by STGs in Idukki and Wayanad. The findings aim to help government agencies, extension workers, and growers to focus their efforts where they are needed most. 

This research is based on primary data collected from STGs during the year 2025, along with supporting information from government reports and recent literature. The study exclusively focuses on identifying, quantifying, and ranking the major constraints affecting STGs, such as price volatility, labour shortage, high wage rates, pests and diseases, climate change, lack of institutional support and the non-availability of planting material, using the Garrett ranking technique. The findings of this study are intended to provide actionable insights for policymakers, extension agencies, and growers, with the aim of prioritizing interventions to support STGs in Kerala.
2. methodology 

The study adopted a purposive sampling approach to select the major tea growing areas within the state of Kerala. As Idukki and Wayanad districts together accounted for nearly 94.5 per cent of the total area under tea cultivation in the state (GoK, 2024b), they were identified as the locations for the study. According to the Tea Board of India (2022), Kerala has a total of 7,923 STGs, of which 63.58 per cent are in Idukki and 35.65 per cent in Wayanad, corresponding to 5,038 and 2,825 growers respectively. Accordingly, both districts were purposively selected to ensure comprehensive coverage of the leading tea producing zones of Kerala. Within these districts, two blocks viz., Azhutha and Kattappana in Idukki and Sulthan Bathery in Wayanad were chosen through random selection. Subsequently, one panchayat each viz., Elappara from Azhutha, Upputhara from Kattappana, and Nenmeni from Sulthan Bathery was randomly chosen for detailed investigation. From these panchayats, 50 STGs each were selected from Elappara and Upputhara and 100 from Nenmeni, resulting in a total sample size of 200 STGs. 
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The Garrett ranking technique is a widely recognized non-parametric statistical method designed to convert rankings given by the respondents into quantitative scores for prioritization of factors based on perceived importance. It finds extensive application in agricultural, social science, and marketing studies, where it helps to systematically evaluate constraints or preferences affecting decision making processes (Pathak and Singh, 2023; Longsa, 2021a). In this study, the Garrett ranking method was employed to identify and rank the challenges faced by the STGs in tea cultivation.

Respondents were requested to assign ranks to a set of predefined constraints. The method involved several sequential steps such as identifying key factors, assigning ranks, converting those ranks into percent positions, transforming percent positions into Garrett scores, and computing the average score for each constraint (Yitbarek and Wosen, 2016a; Dhanavandan, 2016). The percent position for each rank is calculated using the formula:

Percent Position = 100 × (Rij − 0.5) / Nj
where Rij denotes the rank given for the ith constraint by the jth STG, and Nj represents the total number of constraints ranked by that farmer (Garrett and Woodworth, 1969a). These percent positions were then converted into Garrett scores using the standardized Garrett conversion table. The total and mean scores obtained for each constraint indicate their relative importance. Finally, the constraints were arranged in descending order based on their mean scores, where the factor with the highest mean value is identified as the most significant challenge influencing tea cultivation by STGs (Yitbarek and Wosen, 2016b; Longsa, 2021b; Garrett and Woodworth, 1969b). 
3. results and discussion

The study explored the challenges faced by STGs in tea cultivation in Idukki and Wayanad districts. The constraints used in this study comprise of price volatility, labour shortage, high wage rates, pests and diseases, climate change, lack of institutional support and the non-availability of planting material.

3.1 Socio-demographic data of the respondent STGs

The socio-economic profile showed that more than 80 per cent of the respondents were men in both districts. The growers had an average age of about 55 years, with most falling in the 45-60 years range. Annual income levels placed the majority of growers in the medium-income bracket, typically earning between ₹2,00,000 and ₹4,00,000 per year. Household size was generally small, with most families having fewer than 4 members. Landholdings were limited, as most STGs owned less than 1 hectare of operational land.

3.2 Constraints faced by STGs in Idukki district  

Price volatility was identified as the most significant constraint for STGs in Idukki, reflecting their exposure to unstable market returns and fluctuating income (Satheeshkumar, 2024a; Sheeja, 2024a). This instability is closely linked to pronounced seasonal patterns, particularly the monsoon, which leads to temporary surges in production and consequently depresses market prices (Satheeshkumar, 2024b). High wage rates further intensified production challenges by increasing operational costs and restricting growers’ ability to carry out timely field operations (Shah and Patel, 2016a). The mean Garrett scores and corresponding rankings are presented in Table 1.

The study also revealed that climate change and labour shortage were ranked lower in perceived severity, suggesting that growers viewed market-related pressures and wage dynamics as more immediate constraints than environmental or labour-related issues. This prioritisation indicates that economic vulnerabilities continued to outweigh agronomic concerns in Idukki.

The survey additionally showed a notable inclination among STGs to shift towards alternative crops such as cardamom and coffee or to diversify into non-farm and tourism-related activities as a means of stabilising household income. Such behavioural responses align with previous findings that highlight persistent price variability as a key driver of livelihood diversification among Kerala’s STGs (Satheeshkumar, 2024c; Sheeja, 2024b). Similar observations were reported by Bermúdez et al. (2024), Divyanshu et al. (2022), and Joy et al. (2022), who documented strong associations between volatile tea prices and growers’ adaptive livelihood strategies in small-scale tea systems.

Table 1.	Mean Garrett score and ranking of constraints faced by STGs in Idukki district

	Constraints
	Mean Garrett score
	Rank

	
Price volatility

Lack of institutional support
High wage rate
Disease and pest incidence
Climate change
Labour shortage

	91.67
75.00
58.33
33.50
33.17
8.33

	I
II
III
IV
V
VI



3.3 Constraints faced by STGs in Wayanad district  

Labour scarcity emerged as the most important constraint among STGs engaged in organic tea cultivation in Wayanad, reflecting acute workforce shortages that had adversely affected farm operations and overall productivity. Climate change and recurrent pest and disease outbreaks were also ranked highly, highlighting the environmental and agronomic pressures faced by organic growers (Sundaran et al., 2024). The mean Garrett scores and their rankings are shown in Table 2.

In contrast, high wage rates and limited institutional support were perceived as moderate constraints, while market-related challenges especially price volatility were ranked unexpectedly low. This comparatively low ranking was largely attributed to the stabilising effect of organic certification and the use of fixed pricing mechanisms, which insulated growers from fluctuations in tea markets. The availability of quality planting material was reported as the least pressing concern, likely due to established supply channels within organic producer groups.

Overall, the constraint profile for Wayanad’s STGs was shaped predominantly by labour and climate-related stressors. Persistent labour shortages prompted many growers to diversify into crops such as coffee and pepper or to engage in supplementary non-farm activities, mirroring broader livelihood strategies documented in Kerala and Assam (Satheeshkumar, 2024d; Mishra et al., 2011a; Shah and Patel, 2016b). Labour welfare concerns and migration trends reported in Assam’s tea plantations further support the growing shift towards alternative livelihoods among small-scale growers (Mishra et al., 2011b). Similar labour constraints have also been noted across both North and South Indian tea plantations (Shah and Patel, 2016c), indicating that workforce shortages represent a structural rather than region-specific challenge.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Table 2.	Mean Garrett score and ranking of constraints faced by STGs in Wayanad district

	Constraints
	Mean Garrett score
	Rank

	Labour shortage
Climate change
Disease and pest incidence
High wage rate
Lack of institutional support
	80.00
50.20
49.80
20.00
5.00

	I
II
III
IV
V



4. POLICY SUGGESTIONS

To address the distinct challenges experienced by STGs in Idukki and Wayanad, it would be essential for policymakers to consider measures tailored to the specific needs of each region. Strengthening price support mechanisms and facilitating access to market information could help to mitigate the impact of price volatility in Idukki. This can be made possible using suitable improvements in market intelligence such as price forecasting.  Investment in community-led labour solutions and skill development programmes might alleviate labour shortages in Wayanad. Enhancing the availability of quality planting material, promoting integrated pest management, and extending climate-resilient agricultural practices would further improve productivity and sustainability. Moreover, increasing institutional support through targeted subsidies, technical guidance, and welfare schemes could enhance the livelihood security of STGs. Encouraging crop diversification and supporting non-farm livelihood initiatives such as rural tourism would offer STGs greater economic stability amidst ongoing sectoral changes

5. Conclusion

The study highlighted how the nature of constraints faced by STGs varies sharply between Idukki and Wayanad, shaped by their production systems and market environments. In Idukki, growers remained highly vulnerable to market fluctuations, which influenced their production decisions and long-term livelihood stability. In contrast, the organic system in Wayanad reduced exposure to price-related risks, but persistent labour shortages and environmental challenges created substantial pressure on farm operations. These district-specific patterns underline the need for differentiated interventions, with stronger market support mechanisms for Idukki and labour- and climate-focused measures for Wayanad. Strengthening institutional backing and encouraging strategic diversification could enhance resilience and support the sustainable development of Kerala’s small tea grower sector.
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