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THE LABOURERS OF THE TEA GARDENS OF WESTERN
DOOARS AND THE ISSUES OF THEIR HEALTH AND
HYGIENE: A GEOGRAPHICAL ANALYSIS

Suraj Tamang
Ph.D. Research Scholar , Department of Geography,
Visva Bharati, Santiniketan.

ABSTRACT

Health and hygiene are major problems of the workers and the members of their families living
in the garden environment in all the tea estates of the Dooars area. The labourers living in rural
environment in the tea gardens often lack facilities of proper medication and thus are found to suffer
from various diseases. Water supply facility for drinking and washing is not available adequately for the
labourers. Moreover they have to work in the exposed tea gardens in all seasons throughout the year.
Hence they are found to suffer from various diseases and health ailments. This paper is a discussion of
these aspects on three selected tea gardens of western Dooars namely, Ranicherra, Washabarie and
Leesh River tea gardens. This study has been conducted upon field data generated during the years
2011-14.

KEYWORDS :major problems, garden environment, health ailments, tea garden labourers.

INTRODUCTION

A major social issue for all the tea garden labourers is related to their health and hygiene.
People living in rural environment of the tea gardens often lack facilities of proper medication and thus
are found to suffer from various diseases. Water supply facility for drinking and washing is available
quietly in all these three garden villages. Since the largest contingent of the labourers remain engaged
in tea plucking and carrying works in the exposure of the gardens for the greater part of the day from
7am to 4pm they often suffer from the adverse effects of weather, rain, pesticides and other
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professional hazards. For general health ailments the workers and the members of their family obtain
free health care facilities from the hospital in the garden itself. However, for major health problems the
patients are referred by the garden physicians to the hospitals in major towns, particularly in Jalpaiguri
and Siliguriwhere the entire expenditure for treatmentis borne by the garden authority.

TYPES OF DISEASES AND THE HEALTHCARE FACILITIES AVAILABLE FOR THE LABOURERS

Viral fever is by far the most common type of health problem in which many of the garden
labourers suffer round the year, particularly during the rainy season. Among others some erratic cases
of malaria and typhoid are found.

In the nineteenth century before the introduction of tea gardens the entire Terai-Dooars area,
this entire stretch of the foot hills and the adjacent plains was known as an acute Malaria-prone area. It
has already been mentioned that in the beginning the tea garden population in Dooars was almost
entirely immigrant, recruited every year by bringing them from Chhotanagpur, the Santhal Parganas
and the Darjeeling Hills. The majority of them showed little evidence of malaria on their arrival. But
afterwards, as they settled in this part in the tea gardens they started getting affected by malaria and
other diseases. Hence the garden authorities had to pay special attention and care on the health
problems of their garden and factory labours. Previous studies on the health condition of the tea
garden workers in the Dooars area in Jalpaiguri showed that malaria endemicity had been the major
health problem among them and the garden authorities continued to pay special attention and provide
appropriate medical facilities to their workers and the members of the families (Ghosh, 1970).

It has also been observed in the early days of the tea garden industry that among disease
conditions, resulting from the universal intensity of malaria throughout the Dooars, none had been
more striking than black-water fever which happened to be exceedingly common both among
Europeans and the local people. It was the frequent occurrence of this disease that caused a heavy
mortality and much invaliding among the planters. Black-water fever appeared to be mainly confined
to Europeans, Bengali babus and tradesmen, dhobies, and servants drawn from the town-dwelling
classes of the then Bengal.

Most of the gardens in the Dooars have dispensaries and common medicines and basic
treatment facilities for their labour. There is, however, a distinct absence of adequately qualified
doctors and, in fact, some gardens have only compounders. As a result, in complicated cases, it often
becomes very difficult to avail good medical services on account of the gardens being so widely
scattered and the absence of good telephonic communication. In serious cases the patients are usually
referred to the Government Hospital in Jalpaiguri or Siliguri.

A survey on the health status and the diseases affecting the labours and their families of the
three tea gardens have been conducted through collecting secondary data from the respective medical
centers of the tea estates and by generating data in the field by questionnaire survey.
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Plate 1: Entrance to the Hospital of Ranicherra Tea Estate

Detailed reports of the types of disease among the tea garden labours treated in the hospital in
the tea gardens of Ranicherra, Washabarie and Leesh River, from the year 2008 to 2014, made available
from the office of the tea gardens, have been given below.

Table 1: Types of disease among the workers treated in the hospital in Ranicherra Tea Garden

Types of disease 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
M F\M|F|\ M| F | M| F | M| F | M| F|M F
Viral fever 173 | 145 | 154 1 97 | 123 | 143 | 122 | 117 | 145 | 134 | 176 | 159 | 110 | 96
Diarrhea 91 78 | 1121 87 | 121 | 88 | 113 | 67 [ 101 | 88 | 123 | 89 | 78 76
Lever Jaundice 9 3 8 4 5 1 6 2 6 3 7 2 3 1
Malaria 7 4 5 6 - 3 7 2 3 2 1 1
Typhoid 1 - - - - - 1 - - 1 - - -
Others - - - - 1 - - - - - 1 - - -

Source: Data obtained from respective tea gardens
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Figure 1: Occurrence of Viral fever and Diarrhea among the people of Ranicherra tea garden
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Plate 2: A worker patient called on to have medicine in the hospital of Ranicherra

Table 2: Types of disease among the workers treated in the hospital in Washabarie Tea Garden

Types of disease 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
M F M F M F M F M F M F M F
Viral fever 162 | 126 | 170 | 137 | 167 [ 172 | 190 | 160 | 185 | 178 | 198 | 180 | 178 | 172
Diarrhea 110 | 141 [ 124 [ 130 | 111 | 91 | 117 | 98 | 112 | 101 | 130 | 126 | 147 | 113
Lever Jaundice 5 4 4 5 2 1 2 1 5 1 2 - 2 -
Malaria 6 4 4 D D )
Typhoid - L I I I I I ]
Others
Source: Data obtained from respective tea gardens
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Figure 2: Occurrence of Viral fever and Diarrhea among the people of Washabarie tea garden
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Table 3: Types of disease among the workers treated in the hospital in Leesh River Tea Garden

Plate 3::Inside the hospital at Washabarie Tea Estate

Types 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
O,f M F M F M F M F M F M F M F
diseases

Viral 193 [ 135 | 163 | 101 | 133 | 141 | 128 | 119 | 157 | 141 | 188 | 163 | 132 | 121
fever

Diarrhea | 67 71 111 77 112 | 96 | 102 | 112 | 101 98 132 | 98 78 67
Lever 8 3 9 6 5 1 5 2 6 3 9 2 10 3
Jaundice

Malaria 3 4 5 9 - 3 8 2 2 1 3 2 1 2
Typhoid 1 - 1 - - - - 1 - - 1 - 1 -
Others 1 1 1 E - E .

Figure 3: Occurrence of Viral fever and Diarrhea among the people of Leesh River tea garden.

A comprehensive study was also conducted upon the pattern of occurrence the major diseases

Source: Data obtained from respective tea gardens
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among the workers and the members of their family of all the three gardens taken together and the
result has been demonstratedin the table as well as figure below.

Table 4: Occurrence of diseases among the workers in the Ranicherra, Washabarie and Leesh River

from2008 to 2014

Type of disease | 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
Viral fever 934 822 879 836 940 1064 809
Diarrhea 558 626 619 609 601 698 559
Lever Jaundice 32 36 15 18 27 22 19
Malaria 28 33 10 20 6 10 5
Typhoid 2 1 0 2 1 2 1
Others 0 0 2 0 0 2 0

Source: calculated on the basis of data obtained from the respective tea gardens
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Figure 4: Occurrence of different diseases among the workers in the Three Tea Gardens
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Figure 5: Occurrence of different diseases among the workers in the Three Tea Gardens
Overall Assessment

Identifiable features as detected from the investigation on health ailment pattern of the
workers and their members of the family reveal the following facts:
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e Diseases like Viral fever, Diarrhea, Lever Jaundice, Malaria, Typhoid have been identified among the
people among which the first twoi.e., Viral fever and Diarrhea are most common and prevalent.

e The cases of occurrence of viral fever and Diarrhea do not show any major rise or fall (without
noticeable improvement of the condition) over the recent years.

e Alarge contingent of the people suffers from viral fever and Diarrhea round the year.

e Although in the earlier days most of the people were found to suffer from Malaria and Typhoid, these
two diseases have now been almost eradicated. However, a few incidents of these fevers are still found.
e Leverjaundiceisthethird noticeable disease in the tea gardens whichis a water-borne disease.

e Occurrence of Diarrhea and Lever jaundice at large indicate that quality of drinking water is not up to
the markinthe entire Dooars area
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