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Dweller Teas offers unique natural blends
made with fresh indigenous herbs, plants
and fruits.All the ingredientsarelocally-
sourced. Some flavoured tea options
include Indian olive, sumac berry,
lemongrassgingerand ginger green
tea. One of the most popular prod-
ucts is Nong-mang-kha Ginger
Green Tea, which has Nong-mang-
keha (or Phlogacanthus thyrsiformis),
a traditional medicinal plant known %
foritsanti-viral propertiesin Manipur.

"People are now exploring otheralter- .'

natives like traditional herbal remedies to

boost theirimmunity. We are offering our

customers unique indigenous fruits and
herbs that are not easily available else-
where," says 31-year-old Elizabeth
Yambem, who founded Dweller Teas in
2017. She moved away from her home
stateatayoungage to studyin Assam and
thentothe UKforherundergraduate stud-
ies.Herfirstjobwasin Londonasa finance
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Co founders Dolly Sharma Baruah and Ranjit Baruah

EVERTRIED BHUT Jolokia tea? The fiery
ghost peppervarietyisoneofthe 32 tea
blends offered by Guwahati-based
AromicaTea.All Aromica teas incorpo-
rate the health benefits of natural
herbsandingredients."Bhut Jolokiatea
is the first of its kind in the world and
we havefiled fora patent,'says 45-year-
old Ranjit Baruah, founder-director of
Aromica's parent company, Tender
Buds Teas & Crafts.

After a diploma from Guwahati's
Institute of Hotel Manage-
ment and a short stint in

..l{l;'. ;:L-

......

DAL LTy Syppi i

250 growers in its fold. These include
tea growers,as well as those who grow
ginger, chilli, zulsi, mint, butterfly pea
flower,rose,spiral flag,chamomileand
otheragricultural produce that is used
inAromica's tea blends.

All their teas are available in loose

form, with no artificial colours or
flavours. Most of the teas are organic.
"Blue tea,bamboo shoot tea, Rudrak-
sha tea, mint tea, moringa fulsi green
tea, chamomile tea and some others

have been widely appreciated
by our customers," says

the hotel industry, HELPS Baruah, who started
Baruah joined AND SUPPORT Aromica in a two-room
Williamson Magor, the M'::R;JN AS SES setup in Guwahatiwith
largestteacompanyin an initial investment
India, in 1999 as a GROWERS of 315 lakh.

management trainee. WHO STRUGGLE Currently, Aromica

It was here that he
learnt the intricacies of
tea production, tasting
andblending,workingacross
various tea gardens in Assam. He
worked there for 20 years in various
senior management capacities."Dur-
ing my tenure in tea gardens, I came
across many small tea growers, who
growbeautiful teasin smallbatchesin
various corners of the state,"he says.
Baruah finallyresignedin 2018 and
started his own company Aromica Tea
with wife Dolly Sharma Baruah. The
idea was to help and support margin-
alised growers who struggle to market
their teas. It was incorporated as a pri-
vate limited company in February last
year. Currently, Aromica has around

TO MARKET
THEIR TEAS

our growth steadily. At present,
we are up by about 48% over
the last financial year till
October-end,'he says.

concerned, Baruah says
they utilised the time to
analyse and create well-
nessteablends and forge
collaborations."We also took it as an
opportunity to create a strong online

is bootstrapped from
family and personal
investment."Our year one
revenue was about I25 lakh
andwehavebeenabletosustain

As far as Covid-19 is

presence, onboarding ourselves on to
multiple e-commerce platformsacross
the country, ' he says.
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== DWELLERTEAS // Imphal, Manipur

MANIPUR-BASED HERBAL TEA brand

analyst after which she worked in Singa-
pore for sometime.

"When we were kids and had cold or
fever,we would be forced by the elders in
the family to consume Nong-mang-kha to
help us feel better. Just like the way my
grandma used to boil Nong-mang-kha
leaves to help fight cold, I am sure many
mothers and grandmothers out there are
using this traditional herb to help their
children fight the seasonal coughand cold
with its anti-viral and anti-bacterial prop-
erties,'she says.

Yambem started Dweller Teas
withaninvestmentof ¥201akh

from her savings and rein-
vested the profits and cash
retained into upgrading
infrastructure, increasing

inventory and opening

Founder
Elizabeth Yambem

Dweller cafés. Currently, it has three cafés
inImphaland onein Shillong, Meghalaya,
with plansto expand further."Our product
salesincreased by over 110%year-on-year,
mainly driven by word-of-mouth and
opening of Dweller cafés,"she says,adding,
"We are also seeing a growing demand for
our products in other parts of the country,
especiallyin theagebracketof 25-50years,
people who love exploring new flavours
and are health-conscious.”

Dweller Teas also sells its products
through its own e-commerce platform,
whichwaslaunched during the pandemic.
"One thing that would continue to be our
numberone priorityis hygieneand safety,'
says Yambem,adding that the health crisis
has taught them a lot of things."The lock-
down has shown us ourdevelopmentareas
and we are working at emerging stronger
thanbefore.We havealreadylaunched our
e-commerce platform to ensure our cus-
tomers have access to their favourite
Dweller Teas products,'she adds.

WILD TEA

The introduction of the Assam tea bush to Europe
is related to Robert Bruce, a Scottish adventurer,
who apparently encountered it in the year 1823.
Bruce reportedly found the plant growing 'wild'
in Assam while trading in the region

© INTERVIEW: PRABHAT BEZBORUAH

Chairman, Tea Board of India

“The Board needs
domain specialists,
funds...and courage’

REWING

HOPE

Tea startups in the north-east
are fighting the Covid challenge
and revolutionising the tea
industry by leveraging the
uniqueness of the region

Tea quotient

M As of 2019, Indiais the
second-largest tea
producer in the world

M India produced
1,390.08 million kg of
teain 2019 compared

KUNAL DOLEY

to 1,338.63 million kg
in2018

HERE'S NO DENYING the fact that the tea
industry in India is going through a rough
patch. In the past decade, there have been sev-
eral reports of tea gardens shutting down,
owing primarilytolosses fromlowyield,lack of
proper management,among others.If thatwasnotenough,
the pandemic has made thingsworse.As per the Tea Board
of India, tea production has been severely impacted with
ananticipated shortfall of 170 million kg and exports suf-

fering to the tune of 30 million kg.

It's here that some startups from north-east India are
making a difference. These businesses are revolutionising
the over 170-year-old industry by leveraging the unique-
ness of the region (in terms of raw materials and human
resources) and are bringing the focus back on tea."Most of
thestartups have salesvolumes thataretoo small toimpact

B The country stands
fourth in terms of tea
exports after Kenya,
China and Sri Lanka

M India exported
252.15 million kg
teain 2019

M Around 80% of

the total tea produced
inthe country is
consumed domestically

M India's domestic
consumption of tea was
around 1,109 million kg
in 2019 compared to
1,084 million kg in 2018

a 1,400-million-kg industry meaningfully. But they are

bringing the focus back on tea,and this might create addi-

Source: Tea Board of India

tional demand, particularly for premium-quality tea,'says
Prabhat Kamal Bezboruah, chairman, Tea Board of India.

Here,webringtoyoutales ofafewsuchteastartupsthat
are brewing hope for the tea industryin India.
Kunal Doley is a freelancer

= RULOITEA // Mangaldoi, Assam e

ATEA CONNOISSEUR, 25-year-old Bijit
Sarma was born and brought up in the
world's largest tea-growing region:
Assam.A mechanical engineer by profes-
sion, love for tea brought him back to his
home state,where he started his tea ven-
ture in 2017. Ruloi, which sells its brand
of teas called Esah online, has more than
10,000 customersand has, till date,deliv-
ered over 10 million cups."Idid my BTech
from Ambala. Being an Assam boy, every
second person I met would ask me to get
them organic Assam tea," says founder-
CEO Sarma. "Every time I would come
home,Iwould take bountiful organicteas
from small tea growers...I realised that
thereisabiggapbetween fresh teaand tea
lovers, he adds.

Ruloi has some authorised retail
partners in India, as well as
abroad. It claims to have
50% growth every month.
Currentlyintheseed stage,
itrecentlyraised aninvest-
ment of I60 lakh. With
almost 40 tea variants
(Chakrasila Orthodox
BlackTea,WekhajHand-
made Organic Classic

Founder Bijit Sarma .

ﬁiﬁanci“.ep. .in

Black Tea, Organic Blue Tea, etc) at the

moment,itisdevelopingaround 60 more,

which it plans tolaunch by next year.
The traditional method of marketing

" DELIVERS %
"~ FRESHASSAM YRS
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SMALL
GROWERS
DIRECTLY TO
CONSUMERS 4

and distribution means that tea takes an
average of 6-12 months to reach a con-
sumer after fresh leaf tips have been
picked."This impacts the freshness and
quality of tea leaves. Also, as the demand
for tea bags is increasing at a higher rate
than what the companies can keep up
with, nylon or polymer-based materials
are being used by most brands. Research
suggests that this canbeveryharm-
ful to healthwhen dipped in hot
water," says Sarma. "Regular
tea bags contain microplas-
they’re generally
treated with epichlorohy-
drin (a carcinogenic com-
pound that helps prevent
the bag from breaking)
and/or sealed with glue or
polypropylene plastic. Nylon
tea bags, too, are harmful to
health,"'he adds.
This is one of the reasons Sarma
thought of starting a venture, which
would deliver fresh Assam teas made by
small tea growers directly to consumers.
"Also, our R&D team has developed plas-
tic-free organic cotton teabags,whichare
handmade. Pure cotton is just cellulose,
thus it doesn't release any harmful radi-
cals in your cup... this is the future of tea
bags,"says Sarma.
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In an exclusive interview, Tea Board
of India chairman Prabhat Kamal
Bezboruah speaks to Kunal Doley
about the impact of Covid-19 on the
industry, the need for a liberalised
open market and why the present
auction systemneeds to be done away
with. Edited excerpts:

How has Covid-19 and lockdown
impacted India’s tea industry?
Our production has been severely
impactedwithananticipated short-
fall of 170 million kg. Exports have
suffered tothe tune of 30 millionkg.
Hence,domesticavailability should
have been less by 140 million kg.
Out-of-home consumption has
come down significantly due to the
lockdown, but in-home consump-
tion of tea has probably gone up,
although hard data is awaited. Due
tothe huge spotshortage,wholesale
prices of bulk tea increased by up to
100% for a short period. Producers
feel that auction prices are being
artificially depressed byvarious fac-
torsand forces,inview of theirbeing
seemingly immune to the huge
shortfall in production.

TheteaindustryinIndiahadbeen
showing cracks for some time
now. Will the health crisis further
takeit on adownward spiral?

The corona crisis maynotbethe cat-
alyst for a downward spiral. In fact,
surprisingly, it helped shore up rev-
enues in the first half of this finan-
cialyear.Theacute correction occur-
ring, as we speak, seems contrived
and may be the result of oligopson-
istic strategies adopted by some
buyers of bulk tea,and I hope mar-
ket forceswill once again come into
play to establish true pricelevels.

What has the Board been doing to
regulate the marketasawhole?

Unfortunately, very little. Although
its mandate clearly spells out its
responsibilities regarding the tea
industry,the Board hasinexplicably
abdicated from the same except in
areas of regulation through discre-
tionaryaction.Despite effortsmade

up to playing its true role of a facili-
tatorany time soon.

Can'tyou,as the chairman, help?
The Tea Board needs domain spe-
cialiststohandle tea promotionand
exports. It needs funds to support
R&D. It needs courage to overrule
objectionsbysections of stakehold-
ers in matters like auction reforms
and channelling all teas through
the auctions. When the govern-
ment decided to appoint a non-
bureaucratas chairman,theTeaAct
was amended by the Parliament,
and all the chairman's sweeping
powers were vested in the deputy
chairman who is a bureaucrat. As
non-executive chairman, myroleis
that of amargadarshak.

Earlier, you said the Board should
disassociate with the auction sys-
tem and have a liberalised open
market.Canyou elaborate?

Ihad suggested that publicauction
monopoly created by the Board be
dismantled andlicensed players be
allowed to operate their own auc-
tion with their own rules. The best
system will draw more business
and spawn competition. Private
treaty sales should be restricted
since liberalisation of auction
organiser and broker licenses
would create different models of
tea sale, which would all be trans-
parent and serve the purpose of
pricediscoverybetterthan opaque
private channels or rigid public
auction systems like those prevail-
ing today, where every attempt at
improving price discoveryis metby
resistance from vested interests.

Goingforward,howcanweensure
a win-win situation for the tea
industryin the country?

Create demand for tea, improve
quality of harvest, improve post-
harvest technology and practices,
restrict supply of substandard teas,
ensure all teas are compliant with
national health and residue stan-
dards,ensurealevel-playing field for
all players, make primary markets
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THROUGH ITSWEBSITE, Teaorb provides
a platform to all tea manufacturers—
especially small ones who don't have the
resources to market their produce—to
make theirteasvisible toawideraudience
and fetch remunerative prices."Teaorb is
the only platform where the manufac-
turer is taken as a partner till the end
point, which is the eventual consumer,’
says co-founder Bahniman Kakati.

Today, over 30 million people are

"enslaved worldwide, more than at any
time in history, he says.The primaryrea-
son for this'enslavement'is poverty. Even
in the most organised sector such as the
tea industry, workers don't get better
wages, as teas don't fetch remunerative
prices in auctions.This makes tea pickers
vulnerable to human traffickers who
promise better wages, explains 39-year-
old Kakati, who soft-launched Teaorb in
2016."Therefore, using technology as an
enabler,we have created an e-commerce
marketplace for producers from India,
allowing them to deliver their finest pro-
duce directly to consumers worldwide
and fetch abetter price, he says.

Teais close to Kakati's heart,as hewas
born in a tea estate in upper Assam. He
would often taste some of the finest and
freshest teas obtained by his father and
now business partner Jayanta Kakati."]

by the CEOs from time to time, it
doesnot seem that the Boardwill be

for bulk tea more efficient, and
spend adequately on research.

s

AIDS TEA
MANUFACTURERS,
ESPECIALLY SMALL

Co-founders Bahniman
Kakati (left) and
Jayanta Kakati

startedworkingataveryyoungageas

an independent adviser for Dorling

Kindersleyin Guwahatiand freelancedin

the ITand travel sectors,"says Kakati.
Teaorb also has a consulting wing to

provide scientific guidance to producers

on tea cultivation, manufacturing

ONES, IN FETCHING
A REMUNERATIVE
PRICE

processes, marketing, and
matters related to Food
Safety Standards Act 2006
and Tea Board of India's direc-
tives on Plant Protection Code.It has
over 1,100 customers in five countries
(India, US,South Africa, Greece and Saudi
Arabia) and is planning to engage people
withitssocialmedia campaignsrelated to
fair trade, protection of tea pickers and
better price for good-quality teas.

Kolkata



