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Image 3.2: A focus group discussion taking place in Sri Lanka51 

 
 

The focus groups had on average 15 participants and although the 

recommended number of people per group is typically six to ten (MacIntosh 1993), 

some researchers have used up to 15 people (Goss and Leinbach 1996). The focus 

group discussions were conducted in the local language(s)52 with real time 

interpretation and thus full transcription was not possible. While I am aware that this 

solution may have created an additional filter between the discussants and researcher, 

it certainly helped the participants to feel more comfortable, not only for the fact they 

could speak in their mother tongue but also because of the advantage of having an 

intermediary who is used to the local customs and knows how to address sensitive 

subjects in a polite and appropriate way. An important challenge that I faced was 

related to the need to establish a trusting relationship with the interviewees, given the 

highly sensitive nature of the topics on the agenda. By way of illustration, the taping 

of focus groups was abandoned early on because it clearly made the interviewees 

                                                 
51 Although focus group discussions are best conducted around an oval or round table this was not 
possible in the field.  
52 In Sri Lanka, the two main languages that were used were Sinhalese and Tamil. In Indonesia, the 
local language is Bahasa.  
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in both Chapter 5 and 6. Whilst challenges to the data collection exist, I had unique 

access to the prevalence of (in)decent work in these two sectors under the umbrella of 

the ILO action in the field, which is significantly more extensive that an independent 

researcher would achieve.  
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Figure 4.8: Percentage of member States that have ratified the core Conventions 

 
Source: ILO, Normlex (www.ilo.org/normlex), author calculations 
 

Figure 4.9: Ratification of core Conventions over time 

 
Source: ILO, Normlex (www.ilo.org/normlex), author calculations 
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Image 5.1: A palm oil refinery in North Sumatra, Indonesia 

 
 

Table 5.2: Types of labour governance in the Indonesian palm oil sector 

Actor Horizontal governance Vertical governance 
Private governance Employer associations 

(hostile). 
Codes of conduct (neglect 
labour), sourcing 
mechanisms, pricing 
(competitive/market 
based). 

Social governance Trade unions (weak), 
NGOs (neglect labour). 

Roundtable on 
Sustainable Palm Oil 
(RSPO) (ineffective). 

Public governance Government regulation 
(weak), ILO labour 
standards (unratified). 

World Trade 
Organization (WTO), 
World Bank, International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) 
(free markets and 
privatisation). 
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Table 6.1: Top five exporters of tea (2013) 

Country Export quantity (tonnes) 
Kenya 448,809 
China 325,806 
Sri Lanka 317,710 
India 254,841 
Vietnam 90,296 

Source: FAOSTAT (2013) 
 

Table 6.2: Top five importers of tea (2013) 

Country Import quantity (tonnes) 
Russia 173,070 
United Kingdom 137,581 
United States 130,160 
Pakistan 121,900 
Afghanistan 106,583 

Source: FAOSTAT (2013) 
 

Figure 6.2: Location of tea producing countries 

 
Source: IMF (2015) 

 

The production of tea has doubled in the last decade and export quantity has 

increased by 66 per cent (FAOSTAT 2013). However, regardless of these figures, 

producer prices have fallen dramatically. If corrected for inflation, world market prices 

for tea in the period from 2000 to 2005 were half that of the 1980s (van der Wal 2008). 

In addition, there is fierce competition between producing countries for market share 

and significant incentives to decrease costs and improve productivity of tea production 

to increase foreign direct investment (FDI) and export incomes (van der Wal 2008). 

As production costs have not fallen but market prices have, there is evidence that this 
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temporary waged workers who often reside on the plantation. The work is intense and 

the tropical climate needed for the production of tea means it can be particularly hot 

(temperatures in Kandy, Sri Lanka, for example, fluctuate between 22 and 30°C) and 

humid (70-80 per cent humidity). 

 

Figure 6.4: Tea production chain 
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more than this limit, the wage is supplemented (LKR 20 per kg, USD 0.13). As a result, 

although there is no piece-rate system in place on the plantations, the number of hours 

worked per day fluctuates depending on the weather, the season and the productivity 

of the worker.  

 

Image 6.2: Tea pickers waiting to weigh their harvest 

 
 

Wages for workers on the tea plantations were found to be typically above or 

at minimum-wage levels in Sri Lanka.193 Casual workers were statistically more likely 

to receive a lower wage than permanent workers194 but there was no relationship 

between gender and wage. The workers who were surveyed reported earning within 

the range of LKR 300-700 (USD 2-4.6) per day, with the average (32 per cent) earning 

LKR 451-550 (USD 3-3.7) per day. However, this excluded benefits and allowances 

and the actual daily wage, once benefits were considered, was LKR 620 (USD 4.1). 

On a monthly basis, most workers (43.3 per cent) reported earning more than LKR 

                                                 
193 Since the research took place, the unions and employers have agreed a new collective agreement, 
which stipulates that workers can now earn up to LKR 720 per day (USD 4.6), which is above the 
national minimum wage.  
194 x² (4, N=213) = 60.005, p < .01 
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There have been improvements in the general standard of living and human 

development indicators among the plantation population (UNDP 2012 p.7). However, 

the relative deprivation of the plantation community is evident in the statistics. 

Literacy figures, for example, are 95 per cent for men in Sri Lanka, but 88 per cent for 

men in plantation areas, while for women the statistics are 91 per cent countrywide 

and 75 per cent on plantations (van der Wal 2008). Consequently, although the 

conditions of work can be described as decent (i.e. voice and equity for workers), there 

is an overwhelming neglect in terms of worker communities and living standards.  

6.5.7. Discrimination 
Sri Lanka has ratified the Equal Remuneration Convention (C.100) and the 

Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention (C.111), both fundamental 

Conventions of the ILO. However, social origin and ethnicity still play a large part on 

Sri Lankan plantations. The 26-year long civil war erupted largely because of 

inequalities that were manifested along ethnic lines. Given that tea labourers of ethnic 

Indian Tamil descent largely populate the estates (UNDP 2012 p.5), the civil war is 

inherently part of the history of tea plantations and labour conditions. These inequities 

have been clearly identified and acknowledged by the Sri Lankan government, not 

least by including separate statistics, when available, for those residing on plantations.  

 

Managers and employers on the plantations are typically Sinhalese and 

workers are Indian Tamils, each with their own language and religious beliefs, which 

the participants of the focus groups argued created ethnic tensions (Field Notes). In 

fact, managers routinely pointed out that they cannot even communicate to their 

workers as they do not speak Tamil (Field Notes). However, the questionnaire survey 

results dispelled the general assumption that discrimination is widespread on the tea 

plantations as only 4.8 per cent of workers believed they were treated less 

favourably.206 Of those that were discriminated against only 31 per cent (17 workers 

out of the total sample of 650) argued that it was because of ethnicity. Historically, 

women have been widely employed in tea plucking and men take up the roles of 

pruning, spraying pesticides and processing, which requires some skill with machinery 

(van der Wal 2008). Men typically work fewer hours (four hours compared to eight 

                                                 
206 There was no significance between gender and whether a worker had been discriminated against. 
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