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how nothing is wasted.  Another constant was the sense of pride and 
self-assurance that the farmers displayed, which contrasted sharply 
with other places we’ve visited.  Owning their land and having op-
tions aff ords farmers a stronger sense of investment and control over 
their businesses.

Worker-Owned Plantations
The Potong Tea Garden represents a unique eff ort to address a dif-
fi cult challenge: how to build a new tea system out of a decaying and 
crumbling plantation model that remains largely unchanged from 
the days of the British Empire.  Established over 100 years ago by the 
British, Potong Tea Garden was repeatedly abandoned, taken over, 
mismanaged and abandoned again.  Throughout that time, 2,500 
people depended on the plantation for their livelihoods, shelter, 
medical needs and educational services.  As Sher Bahadur, Potong’s 
board president, told us in November of 2009, the plantation system 
was structured in such a way that workers were never taught any oth-
er means of livelihood.  

“We were 100% dependent on the tea plan-
tation,” he said.  “So when the plantation was 
abandoned, what could we do?”

In 2005, after a series of government and private-industry takeovers 
ran the garden further into the ground, the current owner realized 
that colonial management systems were no longer viable and asked 
TPI to consider co-running the estate.  Representatives of TPI, commit-
ted to making small-farmer ownership possible, proposed a solution 
to keep the estate in operation: the workers would purchase 51% of 
the ownership shares (to be paid over time) and would assume day-
to-day management of the garden.  TPI would purchase 25% of the 
shares and provide the workers with technical assistance and market 
support.  Like Sanjukta Vikas, the farmers could process their tea at 
TPI’s facilities.

 After forty-fi ve days of deliberation, the workers agreed and a Man-
agement Team was created, comprised of farmers, TPI and represen-
tatives of the Kolkatta business which still owned a minority share.  
TPI then helped the workers to form a legally registered body under 
the name Potong Tea Workers Welfare Committee (PTWWC).  With 

this action, the former plantation workers took the fi rst step toward 
becoming a full-fl edged tea cooperative.

The workers are learning to own, manage and operate their tea gar-
den.  With training and technical assistance from TPI, they are learn-
ing new skills, taking risks and rebuilding operations.  As one worker-
owner told us,

“Before, the management was the supreme au-
thority and we were scared of them.  Now, we 
discuss things amongst ourselves.  We have a 
new structure, and we can work with dignity 
for our own development and for no one else.  
This is our model; if we are successful, then we 
will have a future.”

Nothing Short of Transformation
It wasn’t easy for the early fair trade founders to challenge an entire 
industry, especially one so rooted in economic, political and historic 
power.  But through the success that the fair trade movement has had 
in coff ee, we have demonstrated that consumers are a “sleeping gi-
ant” – once awakened and shown a path grounded in fairness, respect 
and mutual dignity, people will act on their values, aim high and pur-
chase ethically.  Many will even go beyond consumption and also ad-
vocate for necessary systemic changes.

We believe there is a path toward a small-farmer tea model, like the 
ones we saw at Sanjukta Vikas and the Potong Tea Garden, one which 
paves the way for small farmers to gain greater access to the market, 
thus aff ording them more economic power, stronger control, better 
lives and healthier communities.  There are already producer groups 
and alternative trade organizations working toward this vision.  We 
are convinced that U.S. consumers, armed with information and 
knowledge, and given a real choice, will walk alongside us as we turn 
our vision into reality.

There is no reason to accept anything less.
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