VIVEK CHHETRI

Darjeeling: Cheers for Isra-
el are getting louder in the
queen of the hills where
‘the “champagne of tea” is
grown.

“I used to hear from my
elders that the saying ‘gold
grows on tea bushes’ drove
‘the earlier generations to
work in tea gardens. Today,
‘I have sold my family’s gold

being taught basic Hebrew.
Most from the region land
the job of a caregiver to the
elderly in Israel.

The road to Israel, how-
ever, is not cheap.

An aspirant must be
willing to shell out more
than Rs 16 lakh to agents to
land a job in Israel. Earlier,
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the amount was Rs 26 lakh
but the cost came down be-
cause of the ongoing Gaza
war that has pushed up the
demand for labour.

“I sold gold, cows, sought
loans from relatives and
have still managed to collect
only around Rs 6 lakh. The
agents have agreed to put in

the rest of the money with a
5 per cent interest that will
be deducted from my sala-
ry,” Bikash said.

Many who are now in
Israel — where the sal-

A tea garden in Darjeeling

aries are “relatively lu-
crative” — agree that the
agents profit the most.
“We get anything Y
between Rs 1.2-2 lakh in
Israel. A similar job in




| trend among youths to
join the hospitality industry

“The Darjeeling gardens
used to complete around 26
rounds of plucking in a year.
Now it has come down to 16-18
rounds on an average,” said
a tea planter. The industry,
which in the 90s would pro-
duce 14.5 million kg of made
tea, produced only 6.1 million
kg in 2023.

Pravesh, who is a gradu-
ate, said there was no ques-
tion of returning to work in
the tea gardens. “For most of
the youths of my age, going
back to the tea gardens is an
absolute no. Even if not Israel,
most prefer to work in the big-
ger cities for better salaries,”
said Pravesh. '

The daily wage of a tea gar-
den worker is Rs 250,

“This is a wrong rep-
resentation. The Rs 250 is only
the cash component of the
wage. If one is to take other
fringe benefits into account,
the wage will be Rs 422, a
planter said. A

:::::

~ no buyers. Why would owners

and other less labour-inten- -

are up for sale but there

want to sell gardens?” said a
planter,

Union leaders said the
management, too, must é:l'::
responsibility as they have
not “invested back” into the
garden -through replant-
ing. The deteriorating health
of the Darjeeling tea industry
is expected to fuel the exodus.

Life away from home, how-
ever, isnot easy. Once in Israel,
it takes almost two-three years
to pay off the debt, forcing the
workers to stay back even dur-
ing periods of conflict.

Many parents are forced to
leave their children in Darjeel-
ing with their grandparents
for years.

“In 2020, I developed com-
plications in my gall bladder.
Doctors advised me to return
to Darjeeling but I refused,”
said Pravesh who visited Dar-
Jeeling only once after he left
in 2018, .

Pravesh recounted the
instance of a woman who fell
sick and returned to Darjeel-
ing after three months. “After
another four-five months, she
went back to Israel by paying
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