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INDIA'S TEA EXPORTS

India's tea exports in value terms may well
surpass the target of $883 million in FY 23 with
Iran and Saudi Arabia showing greater
receptibility of Indian orthodox tea, according
to Union commerce ministry projection
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It might still be nascent, but tea tourism is getting the
much-needed push from estate owners, hospitality
brands as well as the government and is becoming a
much sought-after recreational experience for tourists

(Left) Guests enjoying tea with a view of Mt Kanchenjunga at Glenburn Tea Estate & Boutique Hotel, Darjeeling; (above) a view of Emerald Lake from Red Hills Nature Resort
in the Nilgiris; (below) the 190-year-old Savoy in Ooty, a part of IHCL SeleQtions' portfolio of hotels, invites guests into its charming old-style cottages

TEA
LORE

mTeafirst arrived in England
as part of the dowry of
Catherine Braganza, a
Portuguese princess who
married the King of England.
Apart from the tea chest, her
dowry also contained the
city of Bombay

mThe Duchess of Bedford

KUNAL DOLEY
USNA-TARA PRAKASH'S
‘INITIATION' into the
world of tea started when
she went on a two-year
honeymoon with her tea
planter husband on a tea estate in Ker-
ala.Thewarmth of thelocal tea planting
community was second to none as her
fellow ‘Burra Memsahib’ neighbours
inducted her into the art of laying an
elegant table, baking a delicious cake,
managing a fine garden, and all the
tricks of playing rummyat the local club
every Sunday.

Adecade or so earlier, Kerala was get-
ting its ‘God’s Own Country’formula per-
fected. The landscape was spectacular,
and tourists were flocking in.“As a tourist
myself in those initial months, I could
only wonder about how much I had just
learned about the world of tea—a bever-
age that is the most popular drink in the
world afterwater. Living on the tea estate
also brought back memories of visits to
vineyards in Europe where the resident
familywould open up theirworld of wine
to visitors. It is a model that now drives
the local tourism economy of many
wine-producing regions of the world,”
says Prakash, who went on to create a
similar model at their tea estate in Dar-
jeeling, West Bengal.

And so,in 2002, was born Glenburn
Tea Estate & Boutique Hotel, an inti-
mate eight-room homestay that allows
guests to live the grand life of a tea
planter. “The biggest piece of feedback
we get from our guests is their absolute
wonder at just how much goes into
making a single cup of tea. With eight
tea picker villages, a hospital and three
schools within Glenburn, it reallyisalit-
tle kingdom of its own, and a huge
amount of time and manpower go into
something that most of the world takes
for granted,” adds Prakash.

Within two years of running just
four rooms at The Burra Bungalow,
Glenburn was included in the interna-
tional magazine Tatler’s collection of
‘The Best 101 Hotels in the World’ in
2004.“Imagine what that did for our
tiny little foray into tea tourism,” adds
Prakash.In 2008,she added a bungalow
with another four rooms. The rest, as
they say, is hospitality history.

Tea tourism, or the opportunity to
stayataheritage bungalow,homestay or
a modern property set in the midst ofa
lush-green tea garden or estate, under-
taking a tea tasting session, discovering
howteais madeatatea factoryorsimply
relaxing and enjoying nature, is getting
the much-needed push from the garden
owners, hospitality brands, as well as the
government. It is fast becoming one of
the sought-after recreational experi-
ences among tourists, both domestic as
well as foreign.

With some state governments allow-
ing tea garden owners to use a part of
theirunused land for the purpose of con-
struction and promotion of tea tourism,

pace is looking more c1ting now.
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Tea tasting sessions at (above) Taj Chia Kutir Resort & Spa in Darjeeling
and (below) Tranquilitea in the Nilgiris, Tamil Nadu

Our most popular activity
is the 'tea tour' around the
estate and tea factory,
which leaves our guests
marvelling at the intricate
details that go into making
that single cuppa

— HUSNA-TARA PRAKASH,
OWNER, GLENBURN TEA ESTATE &
BOUTIQUE HOTEL, DARJEELING

Indulge, explore

Why stay in a hotel room when you can
have the entire property to yourself? At
Tranquilitea, guests have privacy and
exclusivity at all its three properties—
Tenerife Hill,a plantation farm stay; The
Bungalow in Ooty, a heritage villa; and
The Club House, a vacation rental—
spread across the resort towns of
Coonoorand Ootyin the Nilgiris in Tamil
Nadu. “Each of our properties are self-
contained, fylly furnished in teak and

The government must act
as an enabler and simplify
the process to start small
holiday units such as
homestays, vacation rentals
and B&B establishments
within tea estates

— SANDEEP SUBRAMANI,
OWNER, TRANQUILITEA BOUTIQUE
EXPERIENTIAL HOLIDAYS, NILGIRIS

rosewood furniture and come with their
own team to take care of all requirements
—be it arranging for meals, organising a
walk in the woods, a sight-seeing tour or
whatever else guests might fancy. Each of
ourvacation bungalows,villasand suites
have their own living room, dining room
and a manicured garden so you don’t
need to shareyourspacewithanyoneelse
unlikeinahotel oraresort,”’says Sandeep
Subramani of Tranquilitea, a family-run
entity that’s into its fourth generation

IN INDIA

e 1/%

The percentage of the country's
total production that the southern
part of India produces with the
major producing states being
Tamil Nadu, Kerala and Karnataka

M Indiais the second-largest
producer of tea globally

M As of a 2018 survey, a total of
6.37 lakh hectares was cultivated in
India for tea production

HIndiais also among the world's
top tea consuming countries

M India's total tea production for
the calendar year 2020 was
1,257.52 million kg and for the
financial year 2020-21 it was
1,283 million kg

30%

The percentage that the tea
industry in Assam and West
Bengal contributes to the
country's total tea production

M Assam valley and Cachar are the
two tea producing regions in Assam

M In West Bengal, Dooars, Terai
and Darjeeling are the three major
tea producer regions

specialising in gourmet teas and bou-
tique experiential holidays in the Nilgiris.

Tranquilitea is situated in the midst
of the family’s tea estate on the slopes of
‘Tenerife Hill’,which is the highest point
in Coonoor and offers panoramic views
of the rolling Nilgiri Hills. “Each of our
guest rooms are extremely comfortable
with all the amenities one may require
while onaholiday and each of them also
opens out onto their own private garden
areas,”adds Subramani.

Apart from serving authentic local
cuisine to its guests, Tranquilitea also
offers gourmet tea tasting experience as
well as guided walks that range from
short two-km walks to all-daywalks that
extend up to 16 km.

The average room rate at Tranquilitea
is 12,500, exclusive of taxes, per couple
per night. “Our guest mix from April to
Augustis 95% domesticand thatbetween
September and March is 70% foreigners
(inbound) and 30% domestic. Our occu-
pancy rate hovers around the 65%-mark
pre-pandemic,”says Subramani.

Similarly, Vijay Kumar was born into
atea growing family at the Red Hills Tea
Estate in the Nilgiris that was originally
built as a tea plantation in 1875. Unfor-
tunately, the original factorywas burned
down in 1990 and is now in the process
of being rebuilt. Kumar is the ownerand
is proficient at the art of making tea.

Kumar and his wife Banu decided to
open Red Hills as a nature retreat in
1991.Theyintended for this place tobe
a getaway for the adventurous and
quite minded.

Today, the resort offers several activi-
ties like nature walks, BBQ weekends,
fishing, star gazing, trekking tours, yoga
sessions and cooking classes, besides tea
tasting afternoons. “Learn all about the
black, green and white tea cultivated on
the slopes around the cottages and
rooms you will be staying at. Learn the
distinctive flavours and the painstaking
process that goes into growing, prepar-
ingand storing the amberliquid that has
captivated entire civilisations,” says
Kumar, who also enthralls guests with

stories,wisdom and tea lore.

Red Hills has eight well-appointed
rooms and can be booked for 310,000 to
%12,000 (all meals inclusive) for double
occupancy.“About 80% of our guests are
Indian, the rest are inbound tourists. Of
late, a lot of guests are coming for the
overall tea experience,”adds Kumar.

Meanwhile, at Glenburn, guests can
explore the beautiful estate with itsacres
of tea fields and private forests, either on
foot or by jeep. It offers a number of
hikes, ranging from gentle to difficult,
and from a short afternoon wander
through a local village to a longer, full-
daytrekalong the rocky riverbed of river
Rung Dung.

For a touch of the rustic, guests can
even spend a night down at The Glen-
burn Lodge, with its two comfortable
bedrooms and in the heart of the forest,
onthebanks of theriver Rangeet. Guests
can camp out, walk across the river to
Sikkim, play a game of croquet or beach
cricket,have arefreshing dip in theriver,
fish for somelocal trout, or simplysitand

rest in the sunshine.

“Our most popular activity is, of
course, the ‘tea tour’ around the estate
and tea factory, which leaves our guests
marvellingat theintricate details that go
into producing that morning cuppa,”says
Prakash, adding: “Although we have
many activities on offer, don’t forget to
justsitback on the verandah,with abook
inhand and a cup of tea,and enjoy some
peace and solitude.”

The nightratesat Glenburn,inclusive
of taxes, are 346,376 per room for two
persons sharing on double or twin occu-
pancy; ¥27,555 perroom for one person
on single occupancy; ¥11,682 per extra
(third) adult, sharingaroom;and 33,894
per child sharing parents’room (3 to 15
years). The packages include chauffeur-
driven car from Bagdogra Airport, New
Jalpaiguri Station, Darjeeling,
Kalimpong, Gangtok, Pelling, Rinchen-
pong to and from Glenburn Tea Estate,
transport for all activities, accommoda-
tion and all meals—including picnics/
barbeques, refreshments throughout the

day—among others.

Prakash says she’s not sure if people
visit Glenburn for the tea experience or
forthelocation butaddsit’s clearlya mix
of both.“We area 1,600-acre estate with
1,000 acre of forests and two rivers. So,
thereisalot of hikingand open country-
side in addition to the tea experience.
There are also walks through villages,
interactions with our school children in
the schools, plus day trips to Darjeeling
and Kalimpong towns,” she adds.

Branded foray

In December 2020, Tata Group-owned
Indian Hotels Company Limited’s (IHCL)
iconic brand, Taj, announced the open-
ing of Taj Chia Kutir Resort & Spa, Dar-
jeeling, in West Bengal. The resort is sit-
uated in the Makaibari Tea Estate,
founded in 1859, and home to the
world’s first tea factory.

Spread over 22 acres, the 72-room Taj
Chia Kutir Resort & Spa, often enveloped
in mist, has panoramic views of the
rolling hills.The design is inspired by the
meanderingtea terraces and blends with
nature. The standard rate for a luxury
room at the resort starts at 15,500 per
night, exclusive of taxes,and can house
up to four guests.

Apart from several culinary choices,
guests can enjoy an elaborate high tea
and tea tasting session with the tea som-
melier at the Makaibari Tea Lounge. The
elegant all-glass bar offers enchanting
views of the tea gardens.

“There’s nothing quite as soothing as
sipping a piping hot cup of tea on a
misty morning, overlooking the lush
greens of dewy plantations. The only fit
match is taking in the fresh aromas ofa
steaming Darjeeling—better known as
the champagne of teas—in the rarefied
airof thelesser Himalayas,” says a senior

official of IHCL.

THCL is among the prominent play-
ers that have set up properties amidst
tea plantations in the country, offering
bespoke experiences for travellers. The
190-year-old Savoy in
Ooty in Tamil Nadu,a
part of THCL SeleQ-
tions’ unique port-
folio of hotels, for instance, invites
guests into its charming old-style cot-
tages and colonial-style Anglo-Indian
cuisine restaurant. The pet-friendly
hotel,set in the queen of Indian hill sta-
tions, is ideal to explore the rich
Nilgiri tea plantations.

IHCL also offers a collection of
seven heritage tea estate bungalows in
Munnar, Kerala, under its ‘ama Stays &
Trails’ portfolio. Located in the famous
Kanan Devan Hills,on an estate spanning
over 58,000 acres of lush plantationsand
thick forests, the seven original tea
planters’bungalows offer an experience
like no other. Guests can visit tea facto-
ries and the Tata Tea Museum to
immerse themselvesin thelocal culture.

Policy push

In 2019, the West Bengal government
modified its earlier Tea Tourism Policy to
announce the Tea Tourism and Allied
Business Policy that isaimed at generat-
ing enhanced investment and employ-
ment opportunities for sustainable and
inclusive economic development
through effective utilisation of vacant/
surplus land in tea gardens.
Accordingly, tea gardens were allowed
toutilise 15% of the total grant area, sub-
ject to a maximum of 150 acres, for tea
tourismand allied business activities. Of
this allowable area, a maximum of 40%
can be used for construction activities in
conformitywith extant rules and regula-

started the ritual of afternoon
tea to combat the 'sinking
feeling’ that one often
experiences between

lunch and dinner

mTeadrinking in England had
become so popular by the
late 18th century that there
was not enough silver in the
Bank of England to pay the
Chinese for the huge
demand. So, the British grew
opium in India and relied on
the addiction of the Chinese
to this drug to secure enough
silver to buy tea from China

m By the 19th century,

world trade was ruled by two
plants—Camellia sinensis
(the tea plant) and

Papaver somniferum

(the poppy flower)

mThe British sent a botanical
spy into China to steal the
secret recipe of teaand
smuggle tea plants back

to India in order to grow

tea in the country
— Husna-Tara Prakash,
owner, Glenburn Tea

Estate & Boutique Hotel,
Darjeeling

tions and provided the proposed activity
is in harmony with the ecology and the
environment.

“Ithasalot of potential and needs to
be taken advantage of,” says Prakash of
Glenburn. “We were pretty established
with our product already by 2019, hav-
ingsetupin 2002,butwe do planto use
this relaxation for further activities,”
sheadds.

The Assam government, too, is explor-
ing the potential of tea tourism in the
state. With over 800 major and 60,000
small estates spread across 300,000
hectares, Assam has the world’s largest
concentration of tea plantations and
employs 17% of the state’s workforce.
Assam tea accounts for 55% of India’s
total tea production and 80% of the
country’s export.

Recently, the state government
announced that it has decided to allow
up to 5% of the total land of tea estates
to be used for the promotion of eco-
friendly tea tourism, the cultivation of

agricultural crops, green
power, and animal hus-
bandry.The development came
after the Assam government
amended the Assam Fixation of
Ceiling on Land Holding Act, 1956,
through an ordinance.
Earlier,in February this year, the state
government in its Budget for this fiscal
had earmarked ¥50 croreas capital infra-
structure support for building guest
houses and tourist facilities inside select
tea gardens. Announcing the state Bud-
get,Assam finance minister Ajanta Neog
had said then:“Assamis home to one
of the oldest and best tea gardens
intheworld. Some of these tea
gardens are located in pic-
turesque surroundings with the poten-
tialtobecome great tourist destinations.
However, accessibility and lack of lodg-
ing facilities around the tea garden come
in the way and normal tourists are not
able to enjoy the bounty of nature sur-
rounding these tea gardens.”

However, not all tea-growing regions
of the country have been lucky, though.
Right now,as things stand in the Nilgiris
—another set of mountains where tea
was introduced by the British in the
19th century—no permissions are given
to starta homestay.“The reason cited by
the authority is that these homes were
constructed for the owners to dwell in
and not to make money from it by rent-
ing outaspare room ortwo.The author-
ities consider this asa commercial activ-
ity and hence require any such
homestay to apply for the same licences
as startinga hotel,” explains Subramani
of Tranquilitea.

Subramaniviews thisasaveryregres-
sive step that discourages people from
starting such businesses.“Everyoneloses
all around as this stops new business
from starting up, which, in turn, stops

(Above) During their stay at
Glenburn Tea Estate & Boutique
Hotel in Darjeeling, guests can go on
a trek till the Manjitar suspension
bridge in Sikkim; (left) tea pickers at
a tea estate near the hotel

tourists from staying in some of the most
spectacular locations there are and, in
turn, stops the government from earning
taxes. What this finally leads to is small
indigenous farmers having to sell out
theirland as they are simply unable to
sustain theirlivelihoods,” he adds.

Asip in time

Tea tourism is still nascent in India. A
concerted push is needed to promote it
and include it in mainstream packages,
at both governmental and travel opera-
tor level. “General awareness?” asks
Prakash of Glenburn. “But the products
also need to be good and tailored for dif-
ferent markets. Each estate hasa unique
story—some are more luxurious, some
are more budget,some are more five-star
oriented. We have a niche that works for
a certain traveller type. It works for us,”
she explains.

Prakash adds that a major push is
needed into local infrastructure like
roads,which make it extremely difficult
and expensive for them to run the hotel.
“Our roads are terrible, and we really
need the government to take this seri-
ously if we are to push business any-
more,”she adds.

According to Subramani of Tran-
quilitea, the government must act as an
enabler and simplify the process to start
small holiday units such as homestays,
vacation rentals and bed-and-breakfast
establishments within tea estates.“There
also needs to be clarity in the rules and
guidelines to be followed to start these
establishments,”he says.

Up to 70% of the tea estates in the
Nilgiris are owned by small tea farmers
who own less than 25 acres of land.
“These farmers do not have the resources
or the time to run around various gov-
ernment departments to get the permis-
sions required. In today’s scenario, con-
sidering their marginal holdings, these
small farmers are barely able to make
ends meet. Hence, rules need to be sim-
plified to enable them to earnanalterna-
tive means of income. Many of these
small estates are situated in stunning
locations and many of the farmers live
within the property.They can easily con-
vertaroomwithin theirhouses totakein
tourists and supplement their income,”
Subramani explains.

Atourist district like the Nilgiris does
not have enough hotel rooms to host the
number of tourists coming in.“Homes-
tays and small bed-and-breakfast facili-
tiesin tea estates can bridge this gapand
is perhaps one of the most eco-friendly
ways to welcome tourists. Most of these
small estates already have existing build-
ings which can easily be spruced up to
host tourists rather than building new
resorts and hotels,which place consider-
able strain on the already fragile ecosys-
tem,”adds Subramani.



