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Abstract 

This article looks at the effectiveness of Fairtrade’s labour rights commitments through the lens of 

convention theory. It zooms in on workers involved in the cultivation, harvest, and processing of tea as 

Fairtrade’s single most important plantation product. Based on data generated in 2016 through a mixed 

methods study on the role of Fairtrade certification for tea plantation workers in India and Sri Lanka, we 

find a wide gulf between living wages and plantation workers’ actual earnings, as well as a separation 

between Fairtrade’s role and trade unions. This “test” of certification standards as a compromise between 

‘civic’ conventions concerned with equality and productivity-oriented “industry” conventions suggests that, 

in actual certification practice, industrial conventions reign. 

  

 
1 We thank participants of the Fair Trade International Symposium “Fair Trade and the SDGs: Investigating the 
Fairness of Sustainable Development,” 26-28 June 2018 at the University of Portsmouth, as well as two anonymous 
reviewers for their excellent suggestions to improve this article. All remaining errors are solely ours. 
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Introduction 

Fairtrade is committed to fighting poverty and contributing towards decent work in global value chains. Set 

up as a social and environmental certification system, Fairtrade was originally designed to improve the 

position of peasant farmers. In 1994, its certification was extended to tea plantations with the argument 

“[…] that if the goal was to benefit ‘disadvantaged producers’, then landless laborers, who are often poorer 

than farmers, should be included” (Raynolds, 2014: 502). 

Fairtrade’s New Workers Rights Strategy,2 which was reformulated in 2012, emphasises the guarantee of a 

living wage and support for worker organisation as strategic priorities (Fairtrade International, 2012). This 

two-pronged approach to labour rights complements the organisation’s support for the social development 

of workers’ communities through the payment of the Fairtrade Premium, governed by the Fairtrade 

Premium Committee (FPC), a body consisting of elected worker representatives and management advisors. 

The Fairtrade certification Standard for Hired Labour3 was scarfed in 2014 to reflect these strategic 

priorities (Fairtrade International, 2014). 

Assessments of the effectiveness of Fairtrade’s labour programme are few and inconclusive. The early 

optimism that the extension of Fairtrade certification to plantations could contribute to improving the 

plight of landless agricultural workers (Reed, 2009: 15) has given way to criticism that Fairtrade 

organisations have failed to be transformative because of their neglect of the intersecting class-, gender-, 

and ethnicity-based identities and struggles of plantation labourers (Besky, 2015; Staricco, 2019). 

In this article, we zoom in on workers involved in the cultivation, harvest, and processing of Fairtrade’s 

single most important plantation product: tea. Tea was the first plantation commodity certified by a 

Fairtrade member organisation. With 93,160 plantation workers employed to harvest and process it in 2016, 

tea involves a higher number of wageworkers than any other Fairtrade product. Over two thirds of those 

workers live and work in India and Sri Lanka (Fairtrade International, 2018: 87). 

South Asian4 tea plantation workers’ poverty and disempowerment are steeped in hierarchies of coloniality, 

class, ethnicity, and gender. Now embedded in a global value chain dominated by a few multinational tea 

brands, labour governance in South Asian tea estates still closely resembles the time when the British 

colonial government stimulated the development of large-scale tea production in India and Sri Lanka in the 

early 19th century (Bhowmik, 2011; Kurian, 1989).  

We look at the effectiveness of Fairtrade’s labour rights commitments for these wageworkers through the 

lens of convention theory. Convention theory posits that coordination of actions is guided and justified by 

shared cognitive frames or “conventions” (Cheyns and Riisgaard, 2014: 413). It distinguishes common 

principles governing the inspired, domestic, fame, civic, market, and industry realms, and examines their 

 
2 In the following, “Strategy”. 
3 In the following, “Standard”. 
4 In the context of this article, the term “South Asia” refers to India and Sri Lanka. 
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negotiation. The Fairtrade Standard has often been characterised as a compromise between civic 

conventions concerned with equality and productivity-oriented industry conventions. 

More specifically, we ask whether the negotiation of such different norms matters for the effectiveness of 

Fairtrade commitments to a living wage and to support for worker organisation in South Asian tea 

plantations. Our analysis is based on data generated in 2016 through a mixed methods study on the role of 

Fairtrade certification for tea plantation workers in India and Sri Lanka commissioned by Fairtrade 

International. We find a wide gulf between living wages and South Asian tea plantation workers’ actual 

earnings, as well as a separation between Fairtrade’s role and trade unions. This suggests that industrial 

rather than civic conventions reign in actual certification practices. 

We develop our argument in six steps. The next section sketches the context of the South Asian tea value 

chain, while Section 2 examines Fairtrade certification through the lens of convention theory. The 

methodology of this article is presented in Section 3. It is applied in Section 4, which analyses the role of 

certification for South Asian tea plantation workers’ wages and collective rights. Section 5 discusses these 

findings from the perspective of convention theory. Section 6 concludes with an outlook for the future of 

Fairtrade certification. 

 

1. South Asian Tea Plantation Workers’ Bitter Harvest5 

The present-day tea value chain features an “hourglass shape,” with a large number of upstream farmers 

and workers, a few processors and traders in the middle, and many retailers and consumers (Mohan, 2016: 

55). About 85% of the tea processing, retailing, trade, blending, and packaging are in the hands of relatively 

few multinationals (Glocal Research/ICN, 2016: 7), enabling them to skim a significant proportion of value 

in the chain (Lalitha et al., 2013: 24). 

India and Sri Lanka hold key positions in this tea value chain, with India being the second global tea 

producer, and Sri Lanka the second exporter after China (FAOSTAT, 2019). In India, most of the tea 

produced originates from North Indian states, mainly from the Assam valley (52% of the total Indian 

production). The bulk of tea produced in South India is cultivated in Tamil Nadu (12%), followed by Kerala 

(4%) (Indian Tea Association, 2019). The approximately 1,500 large tea plantations in India employ over a 

million workers, overwhelmingly in North India (Bhowmik, 2015: 30; Tea Board of India, 2016: 83). 

Sri Lankan tea mainly originates from the highlands of the Nuwara Eliya, Badulla, and Kandy districts. In 

Sri Lanka, there were 427 large estates – including both tea and rubber – operating in 2012, owned by 

20 private and seven state companies. Wageworkers in these large estates amounted to 193,412 individuals 

(Ministry of Plantation Industries, 2013: 145, 148). 

 
5 This section draws on Siegmann et al. (forthcoming). 
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While India and Sri Lanka are important players in the global tea value chain, being employed in South 

Asian tea cultivation and processing does not end workers’ poverty. In India, tea estate workers’ wages are 

the lowest in the formal labour force, and many workers’ living conditions are appalling (Bhowmik, 2015: 

29). In Sri Lanka, poverty among tea plantation workers has been significantly higher than in other sectors 

(Romeshun and Fernando, 2015). 

Colonial “plantation patriarchy” has justified women being relegated to the labour-intensive task of 

plucking and tipping tea. They are paid less while they work longer hours than their male counterparts, and 

are poorly represented in trade union leadership and other decision-making positions (Kurian and 

Jayawardena, 2017). Men tend to dominate work in the tea factory, involved in the processing and 

manufacturing of tea. Men generally supervise female workers, and are also employed as security persons, 

drivers, pruners, or sprayers (Lalitha et al., 2013: 22-23; Sharma, 2016: 119, 123). 

Intersecting with these gender features, their ethnic background, caste, and poverty has distinguished the 

migrant labour brought in by colonial planters from local populations. Two centuries later, their 

descendants – so-called hill-country Tamils in Sri Lanka, as well as Adivasi6 and Nepali tea plantation 

workers in India – are still often perceived as “migrants.” Over 90% of workers on Tamil Nadu tea estates 

are from the scheduled castes (Labour Bureau, 2009: 19). Their social isolation corroborates and widens 

class differences in the estate and continues to guarantee a captive labour force at low wages (Makita, 2012: 

89). 

It took nearly a century for unionism to emerge on the plantations of India and Sri Lanka. While tea workers 

in India were not allowed to organise under British colonial rule, with Independence, plantation workers 

became increasingly unionised (Sen, 2015: 538). In 1951, they gained additional rights through the 

Plantation Labour Act (PLA). The PLA guarantees plantation workers’ social welfare, insisting that owners 

provide workers with housing, health care, food rations, and schooling for their children (Besky, 2008: 2). 

Yet, especially in tea plantations of Assam and West Bengal, the implementation of the PLA has been poor, 

with casualisation of work and poor housing conditions as the most pressing results (Bhowmik, 2011: 242-

243; Borah, 2014: 83). Unions on Sri Lankan plantations started emerging in the 1930s, with the right of 

workers to form unions formally accepted through the Seven Point Agreement in 1940 (Jayawardena and 

Kurian, 2015: 177). 

Nowadays, in both India and Sri Lanka, the level of plantation workers’ unionisation is high. According to 

the Indian Labour Bureau (2009: 38), 100% of the plantation workforce in Assam and Kerala are unionised, 

followed by 70% of workers in Tamil Nadu. Most trade unions are affiliated to political parties. In Assam, 

tea garden labourers have almost exclusively been represented by the Assam Cha Mazdoor Sangha (ACMS), 

which is affiliated to the Congress party. It has been argued that this “union monopoly” effectively denies 

the tea workers in Assam freedom of association (Gothoskar et al., 2010: 10). 

 
6 “Adivasi” refers to the original inhabitants of a given place. It is a term commonly used to refer to different tribal 
groups in India. They belong to the most marginalised segments of the Indian population. 
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While recent estimates of unionisation in Sri Lanka’s estate sector are hard to come by, Samarasinghe (1993: 

336) states that, in the 1990s, nearly 85% of tea workers were members of the Ceylon Workers Congress 

(CWC), which is also a powerful political party at the national level. In recent years, the CWC’s earlier 

predominance has given way to a greater spectrum of unions, supported by other political parties. Yet, 

while workers acknowledge that trade unions in the Sri Lankan plantation industry represent the workers 

to the management, there is also heavy criticism of the self-serving nature of the unions and their leaders, 

as well as of the lack of true representation (Gunetilleke et al., 2008: 37, 50-51). 

Although women tea plantation workers are paying members and participate in strikes and other forms of 

industrial action, they are rarely represented in the trade union leadership. A key reason for this invisibility 

is the fact that, besides their longer working hours compared to males, women are expected to take on 

work in the household and for care, leading to their greater time poverty (Jayawardena and Kurian, 2015: 

303-304). Moreover, women workers view trade unions as “[…] a political and male domain and do not 

want to get involved in its activities” (Borah, 2014: 79). As a result of this lack of a collective voice, concerns 

of special importance to women have historically received a low priority on trade union agendas 

(Samarasinghe, 1993: 336). 

These industrial relations shape tea plantation workers’ wages. In Sri Lanka and the Indian state of Assam, 

plantation workers’ wages are determined through collective bargaining. In Sri Lanka, the operational 

collective bargaining agreement (CBA) within the plantation sector was signed in October 2016, one and a 

half year after the previous agreement lapsed. The trade unions asked for the daily labour wage to be 

increased to LKR7 1,000 from the rate of LKR 620 that had prevailed since 2013. The government and 

employers agreed on a daily rate of LKR 730, pegged to higher daily yields. This result led to further protests 

by workers on several plantations in October 2016. 

In Assam, plantation workers’ daily wages are determined through collective bargaining between the 

sectoral employers’ association and the ACMS (Sharma, 2016: 119). In contrast to South Indian states, the 

wages of tea plantation workers in Assam contain an in-kind portion in the form of subsidised food rations 

alongside a cash wage, representing about 30% of the cash wage (Bhowmik, 2005: 4104; Gothoskar, 2013: 

39). The wage agreement signed on February 2015 stipulated a daily base wage of INR 126 for 2016 (ACMS, 

2015), a level that Bhowmik (2015: 29) does not even consider a subsistence wage for workers in informal 

employment. 

In South Indian tea plantations, the state has a stronger role in wage determination. In Tamil Nadu, the 

minimum wage is set by minimum wage fixation committees (Glocal Research/ICN, 2016: 14). The present 

daily rate for tea workers in Tamil Nadu is INR 241.31. In Kerala, by contrast, the wage is decided on the 

basis of tripartite negotiations and the same is declared as minimum wage. In 2016, the daily wage there 

was INR 310.04 (Das, 2017).  

 
7 During the time of the field research, 1 euro equalled LKR 152.08 and INR 71.22. 
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In fact, most tea workers’ wages are a mix of time- and piece-rated payments. The daily base wage requires 

workers to harvest a stipulated minimum quota. The base wage is combined with a piece-rated incentive, 

which encourages tea pluckers to harvest leaves above the fixed target (Sharma, 2016: 121; Samarasinghe, 

1993: 332). During peak harvesting seasons, this system allows pluckers to increase their daily earnings 

substantially, depending on the extra kilogrammes of leaves plucked. 

 

2. Fairtrade’s Labour Rights Commitments as Conventions 

2.1. Fairtrade’s Labour Rights Priorities as Compromises 

The extension of Fairtrade certification to large estates in South Asia was motivated both by a concern for 

tea plantation workers’ low wages and disempowerment, but also by the fact that crops were not produced 

in sufficient quantities by small producers to satisfy demand (Raynolds, 2017: 5, 9). This compromise is 

reflected in Fairtrade’s labour rights priorities. 

Fairtrade’s commitments to a living wage and workers’ collective rights foreground the compatibility of 

workers’ right to a secure livelihood with companies’ productivity. Fairtrade’s Strategy simultaneously 

underlines the benefits of a living wage for workers’ poverty alleviation and for companies’ higher 

productivity and lower costs (Fairtrade International, 2012: 3). It goes further than this framing of a living 

wage as a win-win for workers and employers by emphasising the need for sustainable businesses as a 

necessary condition for the payment of living wages (Fairtrade International, 2012: 3).  

Fairtrade frames its second key labour rights commitment in synergistic terms too. Company-level social 

dialogue between workers’ organisations and management following the model of “mature systems of 

industrial relations” is assumed to counter the management’s influence in the estate (Raynolds, 2014: 508). 

In this model, frequent dialogue between workers and employers covers “not just workers’ wages and work 

conditions but also […] production, productivity problems and solutions, etc.” (Fairtrade International, 

2012: 2). Fairtrade foresees a coordinating role for itself, involving trade unions, labour ministry 

representatives, and other partners in social dialogue (Fairtrade International, 2012). 

The role of trade unions in the Fairtrade system has been contested. There has been disagreement regarding 

the way in which workers should be organised in large enterprises, with banana unions and their allies being 

most vocal in demanding the recognition of unions as plantation workers’ foremost representatives 

(Raynolds, 2017: 1482). In contrast to the 2012 strategy, however, which uses the broader term worker 

organisation throughout, the formulation of Fairtrade’s Standard represents a compromise: it requires 

workers organising into democratic associations, but these could be workers’ organisations or unions 

(Raynolds, 2017: 1478). 
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2.2. Conceptualising Fairtrade Standards as Conventions 

Convention theory investigates the role and negotiation of competing sets of norms, or conventions, in the 

coordination of transactions. Conventions are “both guides for action and collective systems to legitimise 

those actions that can be submitted to testing and discussion, leading to compromises and possibly defeat” 

(Ponte, 2016: 13). A convention perspective therefore helps to shed light on the conflicting evaluations of 

Fairtrade’s labour programme. 

Convention theory commonly distinguishes norms governing the domestic, civic, market, and industry 

realms associated with specific modes of evaluation.8 Tradition and personal care are common principles 

of “domestic” conventions. They are evaluated based on reputation. While Fairtrade’s effort to challenge 

the historically exploitative character of international trade through the establishment of trust between 

producers and consumers has been understood as being governed by domestic norms (Raynolds, 2002: 

409-410), their emphasis on the positioning in chains of personal dependence weakly equips them to act 

from a distance (Boltanski and Thévenot, 2006: 164). “Civic” conventions are organised by the principle 

of solidarity and assessed on the basis of their benefit to society. Given this role of collective benefit, 

adequate representation of the group is crucial for the evaluation of civic conventions (Ponte, 2016: 14). 

Raynolds (2017: 1486) understands the Strategy’s living wage requirement and pro-active support for 

worker organisation as a reassertion of Fairtrade’s founding civic norms. Competition, by contrast, is a 

shared principle of “market” conventions. They are judged by price (Boltanski and Thévenot, 2006: 196). 

These principles, too, are relevant for the governance of Fairtrade, especially since certified products have 

entered conventional supermarkets’ shelves. Finally, evaluated through their productivity, “industrial” 

conventions share the principle of efficiency (Boltanski and Thévenot, 2006: 204). The translation of 

Fairtrade civic principles into standardised certification procedures to enable upscaling is an example 

thereof. 

The civic conventions so central to Fairtrade’s approach can have diverse underpinnings. Drawing on 

Dolan (2008), Riisgaard (2015: 125-127) highlights that Fairtrade’s certification Standard is characterised by 

a liberal understanding of civic norms. Rooted in the European Enlightenment ideal of the autonomous 

subject, the standards identify individuals rather than groupings such as trade unions as rights holders. 

Examples for liberal rights incorporated in the Fairtrade Standard relate, for instance, to individual workers’ 

entitlement to adequate wages, occupational safety, and health leaves, as well as social security. Solidaristic 

provisions, by contrast, refer to the guarantee of the rights of worker organisation, e.g. to freedom of 

association and collective bargaining (Riisgaard, 2015: 127). Cheyns and Riisgaard (2014: 418) emphasise 

 
8 Similar to Riisgaard (2015), we focus on domestic, civic, industrial, and market conventions, as they have been used 
most fruitfully to understand the justification and workings of Fairtrade certification. Conventions governing the realm 
of inspiration have not been used in this context, probably because of their focus on the particular that eludes measure. 
Conventions related to fame are relevant given the role of reputation for Fairtrade. Yet, public opinion relying on 
visibility and identification is mainly important in Fairtrade’s relation to consumers rather than to workers, which is 
the focus of this article. 



 8 

that the dominant liberal understanding of civic conventions poorly equips Fairtrade for tackling social and 

economic inequality. 

Different authors have pointed out that the Fairtrade certification of plantations builds on a compromise 

between civic and industrial standards. Given its combined attention to impacts on labour and productivity, 

Raynolds (2014: 508) interprets the model of industrial relations described in Fairtrade’s strategy as a 

compromise between civic and industrial conventions. While there may also be tension between the civic 

emphasis on rights and central industrial criteria, such as productivity increases, the shared emphasis on 

stability and predictability as prerequisites in both the industrial and civic world makes these conventions a 

good match (Riisgaard, 2015: 125). This relates to human resource management as one of the contemporary 

discourses that embodies this compromise. Here, “[…] ideal forms of work organization are seen as 

stabilizing improvements in productivity through promoting the solidarity of the work” (Gibbon and 

Riisgaard, 2014: 101-102). Besides, prioritising workers’ secure livelihoods alongside producer companies’ 

sustainable business, Fairtrade’s strategic commitment to a living wage too reflects a compromise of 

industrial and civic conventions. 

Civic conventions are less easily reconciled with domestic and market norms. The freedom from personal 

dependencies emphasised in a liberal understanding of civic norms contrasts with domestic conventions’ 

orientation towards personal relations (Gibbon and Riisgaard, 2014: 102). It is interesting to read Fairtrade’s 

intervention in the clientelist relations prevalent in South Asian plantation hierarchies that Makita (2012) 

foregrounds from this perspective. The lack of stability and predictability in the market world, by contrast, 

make a compromise between civic and market conventions difficult to match (Riisgaard and Gibbon, 2014: 

265). 

Compromises between different conventions do not emerge in an evolutionary fashion. Whereas a lack of 

explicit discussion of power has been critiqued in convention theory (Riisgaard and Gibbon, 2014: 262), 

different authors have underlined that political struggles linking workers as key industrial actors with rights 

as a central concern of the civic domain are required for this compromise to happen (Raynolds, 2017: 1476; 

Riisgaard, 2015: 124-125). 

 

3. Methodology9 

For the analysis in this article, we use empirical data generated during a mixed methods study of Fairtrade’s 

labour programme in Indian and Sri Lankan tea plantations. The study was commissioned by Fairtrade 

International. This association was a double-edged sword: while facilitating access to workers through 

management’s mediation, the research team was often perceived as auditors, despite the repeated assertion 

 
9 This section draws on Siegmann et al. (forthcoming). 
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of our independence from Fairtrade International. Both on the part of management and workers, this might 

have led to more emphasis on the positive effects of certification. 

Through stratified random sampling, we selected three certified estates for Sri Lanka, South India, and 

Assam each. When the certification of one of the selected estates in Assam was withdrawn in 2016, the 

number of certified estates in Northeast India dropped to two. We paired each selected certified plantation 

with a non-certified estate in the same region. The media attention to poor working conditions in tea estates 

(e.g. BBC, 2015) and management’s concerns about the time necessary to conduct the research made access 

to estates difficult and led to a lower number of non-certified estates as a result (Table 1). 

 

Table 1: Summary Participating Estates 

 South India Northeast India Sri Lanka 

Certified estates 3 2 3 

Non-certified estates 2 1 1 

 

During the period from July to September 2016, we generated data through qualitative interviews and a 

worker survey. More specifically, we conducted gender-segmented focus group discussions (FGDs) with 

workers, complemented by semi-structured key informant interviews with representatives of workers’ 

organisations, management, and the FPC, among others. The data summarised in graphs in Section 4 are 

based on the primary data generated. 

Simple random sampling was used to select workers for participation both in the survey and FGDs. We 

assumed that this procedure would produce the most robust results in terms of the statistical 

representativeness of the survey, and would reduce the possibility of management interference in the 

selection of FGD participants. 

The analysis presented in Section 4 prioritises workers’ perspectives. Its qualitative part is based on 

transcripts of interview recordings and field notes. They were coded and annotated with the support of 

software for qualitative data analysis. The qualitative analysis focused on aspects of the interviews that were 

labelled with a group of codes related to “wage” and “role of unions.” Its results were compared, contrasted, 

and complemented with descriptive analyses of related survey data. Unless mentioned otherwise, all tables 

and figures provided in this article are based on the data generated through the 2016 fieldwork. 

Ethical principles that informed our research include informed consent, confidentiality, and the principle 

of minimising possible harm to research participants. Confidentiality involved the anonymisation of all 

information that would otherwise enable the identification of individual participants, participating 

organisations, or research locations. For the analytical section that follows, this implies that little contextual 

information is provided in order to protect research participants’ identities. 
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4. Low Wages, High Unionisation – The Relevance of Fairtrade’s Labour Rights 

Priorities in South Asian Tea Estates 

This section investigates the relevance of Fairtrade’s labour rights priorities in South Asian tea plantations. 

It presents the key findings of our study regarding the guarantee of living wages, as well as support to 

worker organisation, and discusses them from the perspective of convention theory. 

4.1. A Living Wage for Tea Plantation Workers? 

Fairtrade’s strategic commitment to a living wage is in line with South Asian tea plantation workers’ 

priorities. Asked about what they consider key labour rights, a wage adequate to guarantee a decent standard 

of living features among survey participants’ top priorities. 

However, workers’ lived experience does not match this priority. Rather, the reported daily wages in both 

certified and non-certified estates are in accordance with industry-wide minimum wage stipulations (Fig. 1). 

This corresponds to earlier studies on Fairtrade certification in India10 which find only minor if any 

differences in workers’ wages between certified and non-certified estates (e.g. Lalitha et al., 2013; Moore, 

2010). 

 

Figure 1: Daily Wages by Certification and State (Modes, EUR) 

 
 

Even when the provision of in-kind wage components for Assamese tea workers is factored in, the 

difference in daily wages between Assamese and South Indian estates remains glaring. In absolute terms, 

 
10 We are not aware of similar studies on Sri Lanka. 
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Sri Lankan wages are lower than those on South Indian plantations. Given the higher living costs in Sri 

Lanka, they seem meagre even relative to Assamese tea workers’ earnings. 

Sri Lankan tea plantation workers’ income poverty is reflected in the wide gap between their earnings and 

expenses (Fig. 2). Sri Lankan tea pluckers11 identify a shortfall of 55% between their households’ monthly 

estate-related wage earnings and expenditures, compared to 29% among South Indian pluckers. 

 

Figure 2: Tea Plucker Households’ Monthly Wage Income from Estate and Expenditures by 
Country (EUR) 

 
Note: For Assam, monthly expenditures could not be calculated because of missing data. 

 

Qualitative interviews mirror this gap between workers’ income and expenditures. Workers across regions 

and certification statuses express difficulties to make ends meet. Female pluckers in a certified estate in 

South India point out that their low wage forces them to make hard choices between food purchases and 

their children’s education: “P.: When our wage was increased, the price of food increased twice as much. – 

S.: […] If we want to give an education to our children, we have no way to meet our food expenses.” 

Workers stress that significant wage increases are required to meet the level of a living wage. A South Indian 

tea factory worker who earns a daily wage of INR 241 specifies: “A minimum wage of 350 rupees per day 

should be given. Only then we can meet our expenses.” Workers in Sri Lanka and Assam go further than 

this and demand at least to double their current wages to make ends meet. 

Reflecting the identical wage levels in certified and non-certified tea estates presented in Figure 1, workers 

do not see a connection between Fairtrade certification and wage levels. This is exemplified by a group of 

 
11 Figure 2 focuses on tea pluckers as the largest occupational group among survey participants, resulting in more 
robust averages. 
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male workers in a South Indian tea plantation. Asked about the relation between the estate’s certification 

and their wages, they respond in chorus: “There is no connection.” Across regions, the related wage 

negotiations are seen as the trade unions’ responsibility. “Only the trade union can speak about the wage!” 

is the firm assertion of a male FGD participant in a Sri Lankan estate. This means that Fairtrade does not 

influence the key arena where wages are negotiated and where the organisation’s commitment to civic 

norms of resource redistribution is put to the test. 

If a connection is established, it does not relate to Fairtrade’s support for a living wage. For instance, in a 

discussion among male workers in another certified estate in Sri Lanka about the (in)adequacy of wages to 

cover daily expenses, one worker demanded: “We have to talk about Fairtrade at this point. They have 

provided a lot of help in times like this.” The “help” he invokes here is consumption smoothing through 

FPC-provided loans, rather than a direct contribution to the guarantee of a wage enabling a decent standard 

of living. His statement locates the premium in the realm of charity rather than as support for the 

entitlement to a living wage. This suggests an evaluation based on relations of personal dependence or 

domestic conventions rather than civic norms that justify the redistribution of resources and challenge 

class-based hierarchies. 

The compliance with minimum wage levels masks increasing work pressure resulting from rising targets 

for the tea leaf harvest, among others. Paradoxically, Fairtrade certification even contributes to such wage 

erosion. A male fieldworker in an organically certified estate in Assam reports:  

As the estate became organic, the work load has increased. As per the current work arrangements, 

we have to work for two to three days to complete a task to get a day’s wage. For instance, when 

we undertake weeding or spraying, such operations are task-based and it takes two to three days to 

complete one full task to get the full wage of 126 rupees stipulated for a day.  

His statement implies that the costs of additional labour required for organic cultivation are passed on to 

the workers. Linking a time-rated daily wage to workers’ productivity perverts the notion of a base wage. 

This implementation of Fairtrade certification in a way that increases labour productivity at the expense of 

workers’ earnings is driven by management’s concern for productivity rather than by workers’ entitlement 

to adequate wages. 

This example reflects a situation in which plantation companies’ interest in productivity reigns. It contrasts 

with the win-win scenario for workers and companies formulated in the Fairtrade strategy that marries 

concern for both civic and industrial norms. This outcome is similar to Makita’s (2012: 105-6) findings. Her 

case study of a certified plantation in Darjeeling leads her to expect plantation management’s interests to 

prevail in the negotiation between civic and industrial norms. Fairtrade’s commitment to civic conventions 

aiming at greater equality – tamed anyway through the emphasis on win-win situations for both workers 

and management – seems irrelevant in the practice of wage payments. 
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4.2. Partnering with Workers’ Organisations? 

Contrasting with their low wages, South Asian tea plantation workers’ unionisation is high. With the 

exception of only a handful of workers – all employed in certified estates – survey respondents unanimously 

state that they are union members. Does this high degree of collective organisation empower plantation 

workers, putting to the test Fairtrade’s commitment to the civic norm of a more level playing field between 

labour and capital? While workers describe plantation unions as crucial actors to negotiate higher wages, 

our results do not suggest a clear-cut positive answer. 

Many workers perceive their unions as ineffective. Against the backdrop of dilapidated housing conditions 

as well as the ACMS’s regional union monopoly, a factory worker on a certified estate in Assam sketches a 

lack of attention to workers’ grievances on the part of unions:  

Many times, our complaints do not get adequate attention from the workers’ union or the 

management and hence, many requests, such as improvement of the [worker housing], etc. remain 

unattended. 

Women workers highlight stark gender inequality in trade union representation. Even a female union 

representative in a certified estate in South India admits that, usually, only men attend trade union meetings. 

A co-plucker adds: “Even if we tell [the union about our problems], nothing will happen.” This effective 

exclusion of women from trade union meetings mirrors the findings of earlier studies. It contrasts with the 

ambition of Fairtrade’s Gender Strategy to support “gender equality and women’s empowerment at the 

producer organization level” (Fairtrade International, 2016: 2). These recently formalised civic norms that 

challenge the “plantation patriarchy” have little relevance in the practice of certification. Sen (2009: 106) 

therefore concludes that by assuming that the presence of trade unions serves as a vehicle for women’s 

empowerment, Fairtrade certification turns a blind eye to patriarchal structures that silence female workers’ 

voices in male-dominated union politics. 

Women’s marginal role in trade unions alongside their time poverty constrains women workers’ collective 

agency more than that of their male colleagues. This is reflected in the fact that – beyond wide regional 

differences – overall, women are less confident that they can take collective initiatives to improve their 

working conditions (Fig. 3). No systematic role of Fairtrade certification comes to the fore here. Similar 

experiences of trade unions as gendered spaces triggered the 2015 mobilisation of women workers in a 

Keralite tea estate during which female workers refused representation by male-dominated trade unions 

and successfully demanded a wage hike (Kamath and Ramanathan, 2017). It may explain South Indian 

women workers’ comparatively higher confidence in their ability to collectively improve working conditions 

in their estates. 

 

Figure 3: Workers’ Confidence in Collective Agency by Region, Certification, and Gender 
(%) 
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The widespread lack of trade unions’ credibility explains efforts to keep unions out of workers’ affairs. In 

this context, union involvement is often referred to synonymously with “politics” as most unions are linked 

with political parties. A male FPC member in a Sri Lankan estate delineates the boundaries between FPC’s 

and trade unions’ mandates in the following way:  

Fairtrade has told us we cannot do anything related to politics or support for individual needs. If 

politicians [trade union leaders] are doing something, we won’t get involved. We cannot make a 

road because it’s related to politics. We cannot spend money for that. We can do only common 

activities. The union leader can’t get involved in the Fairtrade committee. People who are involved 

in politics cannot get in. 

This distinction between unions’ “political” and other actors’ “common” activities veils the fact that 

management, too, has distributive interests. Through industry associations, estate companies participate in 

the same “politics” of collective bargaining as plantation unions, but with structurally different interests. 

This begs the question of whether plantation unions’ sectoral wage bargaining is excluded from Fairtrade’s 

synergistic vision of company-level industrial relations. Raynolds (2014: 504) warns that while company-

based social dialogue may promote trust, it simultaneously reinforces industrial conventions, suggesting 

that discussions focus on productivity alongside wages and working conditions. Thus, Fairtrade’s civic 

vision of “mature systems of industrial relations” boils down to a productivity-enhancing industrial 

convention. This conclusion is in line with other authors’ observations that the implementation of 

certification norms often fails to bring into play a plurality of conventions, but tends to favour industrial 

efficiency (Cheyns and Riisgaard, 2014: 414). 

The separation of unions’ “political” and management’s “common” or neutral role is reflected in their 

respective influence in the FPC. Compared to management’s dominance, especially in India, which was 

also identified in earlier studies (Makita, 2012: 98-99; Moore, 2010: 16-19; Sen, 2009: 109), survey 

participants consider trade unions’ influence in the FPC marginal (Fig. 4). 
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Figure 4: Influence in the FPC by Type of Member and Region 

 
Note: Workers’ perception of the respective FPC members’ influence ranges from 1= Extremely influential to 5= 

Not at all influential. Data for trade union leaders are missing for South India as respondents were not aware of 

leaders’ representation in the FPC. 

 

In a few certified estates, however, trade unions do have a role in FPC governance. Some union 

representatives are FPC members. In one South Indian tea estate, unions’ role even includes the 

appointment of FPC members. A female FPC member in this estate points out, however, that this does 

not imply collaboration between the two bodies: “There is no relation between the union and the Fairtrade 

committee.” According to her, this separation of roles prevents a concentration of knowledge, and probably 

power, in the hands of a few workers. Is this related to her exclusion from male-dominated union spaces? 

Implicitly, she also suggests that the FPC is more representative than the unions when she explains: 

“Fairtrade money is mainly earned by workers, right? Hence, workers have been appointed to take care of 

it.” This suggestion may be rooted in the fact that, in contrast to trade unions, most FPCs have a balanced 

representation of female and male workers. 

Other than foreseen in its Strategy and Standard, Fairtrade does not support unions’ negotiations of moves 

towards a living wage. The distinction between “common activities” involving both workers and 

management as opposed to the realm of “politics” associated with union actors provides a useful analytical 

prism here. It separates Fairtrade from unions’ ‘political’ role. ‘Politics’ is a layered notion in this context. 

Obviously, it refers to plantation unions’ intimate relations with political parties both in India and Sri Lanka, 

reflected, for instance, in workers’ synonymous use of the terms “politician” and “union leader.” Implicitly, 

“politics” also refers to the redistributive struggles in which trade unions are engaged through collective 

bargaining. These, too, are framed as lying beyond Fairtrade’s intervention in the tea chain. In contrast to 
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a solidaristic understanding of civic conventions as aiming for greater equality, workers’, trade unions’, and 

FPC representatives’ views of Fairtrade as confined to individual support through premium investments 

reflects a liberal understanding of certification norms. 

 

5. Discussion: Happy Marriage or Defeat of Fairtrade’s Civic Norms? 

Our findings show that Fairtrade’s commitment to key labour rights guarantees does not survive the test 

of certification in South Asian tea plantations. Rather than representing a happy marriage between civic and 

industrial norms, the latter reign in Fairtrade’s practice of certification: in theory, Fairtrade’s strategic 

commitment to a living wage reflects a compromise between industrial and civic conventions. In practice, 

however, the wide gulf between living wages and South Asian tea plantation workers’ actual earnings 

suggests that certification represents a “ritual of verification” (Loconto, 2010: 200) rather than a norm 

shaping redistributive practices. As a result, productivity trumps poverty alleviation. Similarly, while 

Fairtrade’s Strategy emphasises that support for worker organisation can both be a lever for workers’ 

empowerment and contribute to more sustainable businesses, in the practice of certification, collective 

labour rights are separated from Fairtrade’s mandate. Such positioning outside the “political” realm 

inhabited by trade unions implies that Fairtrade’s commitment to redistributive and egalitarian norms is 

relinquished in the practice of certification. 

The discussion in the previous section brings to the fore that the intersection of Fairtrade’s labour rights 

commitments with social hierarchies at the level of the estate hampers their effectiveness for a living wage 

and workers’ empowerment. To date, the colonial roots of the plantation economy imply that class relations 

map onto personal dependencies steeped in hierarchies of caste and ethnicity. Fairtrade’s emphasis on 

dialogue-based trust in industrial relations does not challenge but rather reinforces these paternalistic 

structures, thus supporting companies’ interest in productivity. 

Workers’ misrepresentation is another obstacle for civic norms to guide South Asian tea plantations’ 

certification. Apparent as it is in the distrust in unions that many workers express, it is aggravated by women 

workers’ marginalisation in trade unions and the broader “plantation patriarchy.” This chasm raises pressing 

questions about which estate institutions effectively represent workers’ interests. As Ponte (2016: 14) 

emphasises, the representation of collective interests is crucial for the evaluation of civic conventions. Some 

of our findings reflect that the FPC may provide an alternative, more gender-equal – albeit limited – space 

for expressing and redressing some of the workers’ grievances. Given its limited mandate and the influential 

role of management advisors in the FPC, however, it does not offer an alternative to the trade union 

representation of workers’ labour rights concerns. 

Representative justice goes beyond industrial relations, though. As outlined above, workers’ marginalisation 

in South Asian tea plantations has been shaped at the intersection of hierarchies of coloniality, class, 

ethnicity, and gender. These intersections produce the subordination of female tea pluckers in occupational 

hierarchies in the estate, as well as in the male-dominated trade unions described above. They go beyond 
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that to include the discrimination that Adivasi workers in Indian tea gardens and Tamil labourers in Sri 

Lankan plantations face, for instance. While reformulations of the Standard as well as the recently 

formulated Fairtrade Gender Strategy take on board important criticism and represent steps in the right 

direction (Loconto, 2015), Fairtrade’s approach does not address the injustices that emerge from workers’ 

social and political marginalisation. Highlighting that distributive or liberal formulations of global justice 

risk ‘crowding out’ such cultural and social differences, Besky (2015: 1156) stresses that: “It is essential in 

postcolonial contexts to understand the multiplicity of forms of injustice before attempting to do justice.” 

Last but not least, the injustices experienced by South Asian tea plantation workers are a result of their 

marginal position in the global tea chain. In the practice of Fairtrade certification, the role of powerful 

actors in this chain beyond the estate is disregarded altogether. As pointed out above, the dominance of a 

few multinationals in the global tea value chain enables them to capture a significant proportion of value. 

Yet, Fairtrade’s model of industrial relations emphasises the primacy of the direct employment relationship 

between worker and management in a supplier company. As Miller et al. (2011: 15) point out, a major 

criticism of such an establishment-focused approach is that it does not consider the profound restructuring 

of industrial relations through global value chains that creates sweatshop conditions in the first place. This 

represents a key obstacle for the redistribution of value towards plantation workers. 

In sum, the suspension of a solidaristic content of Fairtrade’s certification norms confines the scope of 

redistribution to the level of the plantation. Value is syphoned off and efforts for its distribution take place 

elsewhere in the tea value chain, while struggles for recognition are hardly featured in Fairtrade’s 

certification approach. In the practice of certification of South Asian tea plantations, these dynamics lead 

to a defeat of Fairtrade’s civic norms, which are overruled by industrial concerns for productivity. 

 

6. Outlook 

Our sobering findings echo earlier doubts as to whether working conditions in plantations can ever be fair 

(Besky, 2008; Jaffee, 2010). In this context, is it possible at all to identify scenarios in which Fairtrade 

certification does effectively contribute to guaranteeing plantation workers’ labour rights? Earlier studies 

point to the contested nature of Fairtrade norms, opening the possibility that workers’ and producers’ 

expectations from Fairtrade can serve as a launching pad for critical counter-politics (Sen and Majumder, 

2011: 31). They serve as reminders of another crucial insight of convention theory, namely that political 

struggles are required for compromise between different conventions to emerge. 

Historically, Fairtrade’s labour programme did not arrive in South Asia’s tea estates as a result of workers’ 

demands. In contrast for instance to Latin American banana unions’ forceful and critical engagement with 

Fairtrade’s ability to bring about meaningful gains for plantation workers (Raynolds, 2017: 1481), the 

current separation between Fairtrade and unions’ mandates in India and Sri Lanka contributes to a situation 

in which tea plantation workers do not tend to link Fairtrade to their political struggles. 
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We argue that a more worker-driven certification system has the potential to create space for a greater 

relevance of Fairtrade’s labour rights commitments. Internally, this involves workers’ firmer inclusion in 

the governance of the Fairtrade system, e.g. by stepping up worker representation in Fairtrade’s Network 

of Asia and Pacific Producers (NAPP). In 2019, only one out of fifteen members of the NAPP board 

represents workers, while holding an office staff position herself. Workers’ representation on equal footing 

with plantation companies and smallholder representatives would enable “critical participation,” 

challenging the dominance of industrial conventions in certification practices (Cheyns, 2014: 441; Cheyns 

and Riisgaard, 2014: 415). 

Externally, a more worker-driven approach to certification implies that Fairtrade should join and help forge 

coalitions around workers’ interests. So far, Fairtrade has been a bystander in workers’ struggles, such as 

the 2015 women workers’ strike in a Keralite tea plantation. Putting Fairtrade International’s commitment 

to collaboration with trade unions as well as to affirmative action regarding gender and caste balance into 

practice would be important concrete steps towards a more worker-driven Fairtrade system. These steps 

would have the double benefit of providing bottom-up support for the enforcement of the Fairtrade 

Standard’s labour rights commitments and of contributing to the required union renewal on tea plantations. 
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