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1. Introduction 

 
A vast majority of the workforce in India is engaged in informal employment. Informal 

employment comprises not only workers in the unorganised sector but also informal 
workers in the organised sector (ILO 2016). The beedi1 industry rests on informal 
employment operating mainly in the interface between the unorganised and organised 
sector (GoI 2015). The latter lack formal recognition for their work, depriving them of social 
security benefits at their workplace. The beedi industry is a labour-intensive cottage 
industry. With an estimated 48.12 lakh workers across the country, it employs a large 
section of the poor and vulnerable in country. Most units in the beedi industry operate with 
minimal state regulation resulting in poor working conditions and labour-related 
malpractices. 

 
The current policy and literature review is set in this context. The main objectives of the 

review are: 

¶ To understand and analyse the policy framework related to the regulation of the 
beedi industry along with social welfare of beedi workers. 

¶ To identify and document key concerns related to their health and social welfare 
and efforts to address these. 
 

The review has been divided into 8 sections including this introduction. The second 
section looks at the historical context of beedis in India. In section three, beedi consumption 
in India has been delineated. The following section closely examines beedi manufacturing 
including tobacco production, tendu leaves extraction and the operation of beedi 
manufacturing units. Subsequently, in section five beedi pricing and taxation policies are 
explored. Section six delves into beedi industry related legislations and welfare schemes for 
beedi workers. In section seven, the status of beedi workers is examined through their socio-
economic profile, the conditions of their employment and the occupational health hazards 
faced by them. The final section provides concluding remarks and recommendations based 
on the discussions in the previous sections.  

2. Historical context ς Beedis in India 

Varying historical accounts of the entry of tobacco in India place the event roughly 
between the 16th and 17th centuries. One report claims that European doctors introduced 
tobacco as a cure for certain ailments ŘǳǊƛƴƎ aǳƎƘŀƭ 9ƳǇŜǊƻǊ !ƪōŀǊΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ while another 
states that tobacco was brought in by the Portuguese in the 17th century (HRIDAY & Tata 
Memorial Centre 2004; Rehana et. al. cited in Best Practices Foundation 2001: 6). According 
to a MoHFW report, tobacco made inroads into India through the Portuguese trade route in 
the East through Africa (HRIDAY & Tata Memorial Centre 2004). In time, the habits of 
smoking and chewing tobacco were taken up in most households in Portuguese colonies 
(ibid: 9). In India, the Portuguese port towns included Cochin and Goa in the West and 
Machilipatnam in the East (ibid.: 9). Texts written in the 17th century evince the precedence 
tobacco smoking took among men and women from every section of society, especially 
during Shah JahanΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ from AD 1628-1658 (ibid: 11).  

 
In 19th and early 20th century, India became one of the largest producers of tobacco in 

the world with a significantly high domestic consumption of tobacco (Best Practices 
Foundation 2001: 6). The increase in production of tobacco was systematically orchestrated 

                                                           
1
¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ ΨōŜŜŘƛΩ has been used unless citing a work that uses another variant of 

the spelling. The word has been italicised only in the first instance.  
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by the British administration to ensure profits from the resultant consumption (ILO 2003). In 
1936-37, the production in India was ranked as the highest in the world with considerable 
land area under tobacco cultivation (ibid.: 1). The British government bolstered tobacco 
cultivation in India through the provision of improved seeds, conducting research trials and 
extending regular funds. Consequently, from year 1891 to 1921, the area under cultivation 
tripled from 132.30 thousand to 425.10 thousand ha. (Table 1.1) (HRIDAY & Tata Memorial 
Centre 2004).  Production of tobacco in British India in 1939-40 was 3443.8 lakh kgs and in 
1945-46 was 3362.5 lakh kgs.  

 
Table 2.1: Area under tobacco cultivation & production in British India 

Year Area (x 1000 ha) Production (lakh kgs) 

1891-92 132.30 NA 

1920-21 425.10 NA 

1939-40 413.36 3443.8 

1945-46 357.49 3362.5 
NA ς not available 
Source: Indian Central Tobacco Committee (ICTC) 1960; Sanghvi 1992 cited in HRIDAY & Tata Memorial Centre 
2004     

 
Tobacco was used in India mostly in beedis (see box 1.1), chutta2, cheroots3 and 

hookahs4 (Best Practices Foundation 2001; HRIDAY & Tata Memorial Centre 2004). Over the 
years, chewing of tobacco along with paan5 also gained acceptance in India. According to 
one report, the earliest use of beedis has been traced to Ancient India when adivasis 
smoked tobacco that was wrapped in sal6 leaves (Basu 1977; NISCAIR cited in John 2008). In 
early 18th century, beedis were reportedly sold in bundles of 20-30 along the east coast of 
India (Bhonsale et. al. cited in John 2008). As per another historical account, agricultural 
labourers working in tobacco farms around Kheda and Panchmahal in Gujarat started rolling 
the leftover tobacco in astra leaves7 for smoking (Lal 2009: 1335). All kinds of leaves such as 
mango, banana, jackfruit etc. were used for rolling tobacco (ibid.).  

 
A 1939 report on marketing tobacco in India and Burma stated that 25% of beedi 

tobacco production was in Central Province8, 40% was in Provinces of Bombay9 and 
Madras10 (Parikh cited in Panchamukhi et.al. 2008). It is believed that the earliest cultivation 
of beedi tobacco was in Kaira district of Gujarat (Kori cited in Panchamukhi et.al. 2008).   

 
There are conflicting accounts of the commencement of beedi manufacturing in the 

country. One report refers to the Government of aŀŘǊŀǎΩ 1947 ΨCourt of Inquiry into Labour 
Conditions in BeediΩ report to state that the first beedi-making unit started in the year 1887 
(Sanghvi cited in John 2008). According to an ILO supported report, beedi production started 
in the early 1900s in Nizamabad in Telangana11 and Jabalpur in Madhya Pradesh (Best 
Practices Foundation 2001). Although beedi production started in 1901 in Nizamabad, the 
industry was firmly established only in 1920 (ibid.). The Patel brothers12 from Gujarat, 
started production of beedis in Jabalpur in early 1900s and during this period sourced the 

                                                           
2 
cigars 

3
 A roll filled with tobacco which is open at both ends 

4
 A smoking instrument with a single or multiple outlets  

5
 betel quid 

6
 Also known as sakhua or shala tree. Scientific name is shorea robusta. 

7
 Bauhinia variegata 

8
 Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat 

9
 Maharashtra and Karnataka  

10
 Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu  

11
 Telangana was a part of Andhra Pradesh and became a separate state in 2014 

12
 Mohanlal and Hargovindas Patel  



 

 7 

raw materials from Ahmedabad (Lal 2009). Later, they discovered tendu leaves13, 
abundantly available in the forests of Jabalpur, were ideal for beedi rolling and these new 
beedis became popular among their customer base in no time (ibid.). In Kerala, beedi-
manufacturing units emerged in the 1920s owing to the trade links with Sri Lanka and 
Myanmar while in Gujarat the first production unit was set up in Kheda district in 1930 (Best 
Practices Foundation 2001). With the implementation of the Factories Act in Gujarat in 
1952, the production moved to more amenable states with fewer labour-related restrictions 
such as Telangana, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh (ibid.).  

 
Against this historical backdrop, this review report attempts to throw light on the 

present (i.e. in 2016) state of the beedi industry and its workers. In the following section, the 
consumption of beedi in India is captured. 

3. Beedi Consumption 

 
¢ƻōŀŎŎƻ ǳǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘŀōƭŜ ŘŜŀǘƘǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ !ǎ ǇŜǊ ²IhΩǎ 

estimates, in India these deaths would increase at an exponential rate till 2020 (WHO cited 
in HRIDAY & Tata Memorial Centre 2004). The use of tobacco can result in different kinds of 
cancers, heart and lung diseases (ibid.).  

 
With a total of 1200 lakh smokers India ranked second in the highest number of adult 

smokers in the world, according to the Tobacco Atlas 2009 (Misra et. al. 2016). Of the total 
tobacco consumption in India in 2000, 53% was in the form of beedis while 19% was 
cigarettes and the remaining 18% was chewing tobacco or the smokeless variety (Chaudhry 
& Rath cited in John 2008). Over the years, the tobacco consumption patterns have 
changed. The GATS 2009-10 revealed that there were 14% tobacco adult smokers, 9.2% 
adults who smoked beedis and 5.7% who smoked cigarettes (GOI 2010) (Table 2.1). The data 
also showed that the higher the education level, the lower was the use of beedis (ibid.).       

                                                           
13

 Diospyros Melanoxylon 

Box 2.1: Beedis 

 
ά.ƛŘƛǎέ ƻǊ άōŜŜŘƛǎέ ŀǊŜ ǎƭƛƳΣ ƘŀƴŘ-ǊƻƭƭŜŘΣ ǳƴŦƛƭǘŜǊŜŘ ŎƛƎŀǊŜǘǘŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άōŜŜǊƛǎέ ƛƴ 
countries such as Bangladesh. A bidi consists of about 0.2 gram of sun-dried and processed 
tobacco flakes, rolled in a tendu leaf (Diospyros Melanoxylon) or temburni leaf and held together 
by a cotton thread. The tobacco rolled in bidis is different from that used in cigarettes and is 
referred to as bidi tobacco. Dark and sun-dried tobacco varieties are used in bidi production. Bidis 
are available branded and unbranded. The tendu leaf constitutes 60% of the weight of the bidi. 
The bidi is four to eight cm in length. The diameter at the closed end is 0.6 - 0.8 cm and the width 
at the smoking end is 0.7-0.9 cm.   
 
The relatively low combustibility and non-porous nature of the tendu leaves requires more 
ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ǇǳŦŦǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƳƻƪŜǊ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ōƛŘƛǎ ƭƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƳƻƪŜǊΩǎ 
lungs than cigarettes rolled in paper. Tar levels delivered by bidis are high, at 45-50 mg/bidi. One 
study found that bidis produced approximately three times the amount of carbon monoxide and 
nicotine and approximately five times the amount of tar as cigarettes. In India, a bidi costs as little 
as 15 paise (100 paise = one rupee) and a bundle of 25 bidis costs three to four rupees (1 US dollar 
Ґ LƴŘƛŀƴ ǊǳǇŜŜǎ псΦмрύΦ ¢Ƙǳǎ ōƛŘƛǎ ŀǊŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άǇƻƻǊ ƳŀƴΩǎ ŎƛƎŀǊŜǘǘŜǎέΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ 
and cheaper than cigarettes. 
 
Source: John 2008: 1 
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Table 3.1: Tobacco consumption 2009-10* 

Tobacco smokers Overall (%) Men (%) Women (%) 

Current tobacco smokers 14 24.3 2.9 

Current cigarette smokers 5.7 10.3 0.8 

Current beedi smokers 9.2 16 1.9 
Source: GATS 2010 

* Percentages reflect the prevalence of each indicator in each group, not distribution across groups 

 
More recent studies on tobacco consumption highlighted a definite shift in tobacco 

consumption from the use of beedis to cigarettes (Misra et. al. 2015; Jha et. al. 2011). The 
prevalence of beedi smoking decreased in the 15-69 years age group and also, within each 
age group (Misra et. al. 2015). This shift was especially stark among younger and illiterate 
men (ibid.).  

 
At the same time, studies have also shown that the consumption of beedis continues to 

be the highest in the Indian market (GoI 2010; Lal & Wilson 2012). Despite the shift to 
cigarettes, there appears to be no notable change in the beedi industry in terms of 
production and supply (Lal & Wilson 2012).  

 
In the next section, the state of beedi manufacturing in India would be delineated to 

understand the production of tobacco, tendu leaves, process of making beedis etc.  

4. Beedi Manufacturing ς raw materials, process, units 

The raw materials used for manufacturing of beedi are tobacco and tendu leaves. In this 
section we look at tobacco production followed by tendu leaves collection and then finally, 
the operation of manufacturing units where beedis are made.  

4.1. Tobacco Production, Procurement & Employment 

India is currently the third largest producer of tobacco in the world after China and Brazil 
with a production of 8300 lakh kgs (FAO 2013). The varieties of tobacco grown in the country 
include flue-cured tobacco, country tobacco, burley, beedi, rustica and chewing tobacco. 
Beedi, a rabi crop, is usually planted in August and harvested in January. Beedi tobacco is 
cultivated in black silt loam soil without any irrigation and in sandy loam soil with deep 
ploughing and irrigation (CTRI 2016; ILO 2003; Panchamukhi et.al. 2008).  

 
This tobacco is mostly grown in Gujarat, Karnataka and Maharashtra and to a lesser 

extent in Uttar Pradesh, Odisha and Andhra Pradesh (Tobacco Board 2016; ILO 2003). The 
main hubs of beedi tobacco cultivation in Gujarat, Karnataka, Maharashtra and Andhra 
Pradesh are identified in Table 3.1. 

 
Table 4.1: Districts with beedi tobacco cultivation 

Gujarat Karnataka Maharashtra Andhra Pradesh 

Kaira Belgaum (Nipani) Kolhapur Kurnool 

Baroda  Sangli  
Source: Panchamukhi et.al. 2008 
 

With 92,000 ha of land under beedi cultivation Gujarat had the largest share of area, 
production and productivity of the crop in the year 1995-6 (Table 3.2). The yield of beedi in 
Gujarat was 1699 kg/ha while in Karnataka the yield was 1020 kg/ha and in Maharashtra it 
was 1438 kg/ha. The better yield of beedi in Gujarat was owing to the irrigation facilities, use 
of improved seeds and of pesticides and manure (Panchamukhi et.al. 2008: 169).   
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Table 4.2: State-wise area, production and productivity of beedi tobacco 1995-96 

State !ǊŜŀ όΨллл Ƙŀύ Production (lakh kg) Productivity (kg/ha) 

Gujarat 92.0 1563 1699 

Karnataka 24.0 245 1020 

Maharashtra 8.0 115 1438 

Total  124.0 1923 1551 

Beedi TobaccoςAll 
India 

138.5 2052 1482 

Source: Panchamukhi et.al. 2008 

 
 The production of beedi tobacco is the highest among all types of tobacco in the 

country (Table 3.3)14. In 1997-98, at 29.5%, beedi tobacco production was higher than 
cheroot tobacco and flue-cured Virginia tobacco, which were at 29.1% and 23.6%, 
respectively. In 1986-7, the production of beedi tobacco was as high as 40% of the total 
harvest of all tobacco in India (DTD cited in FAO 2003). In 2002, the production of beedi 
tobacco was 33% while that of FCV tobacco was 29.1% of the total production (USDA cited in 
Panchamukhi 2008). As per FAO report, this trend is consistent from the year 1975 (2003: 
44).  

 

 Table 4.3: Percentage distribution of production of different tobacco types  

Source: Directorate of Tobacco Development cited in FAO 2003, *USDA & USDA Gain Report cited in 
Panchamukhi et.al. 2008 

 
.ŜŜŘƛ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ΨōǊƻŀŘΣ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǾȅ-ōƻŘƛŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƻǊŀƴƎŜ ōǊƻǿƴ ǘƻ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƎǊŜŜƴƛǎƘ 

ōǊƻǿƴ ƛƴ ŎƻƭƻǳǊΩ ό¢ƻōŀŎŎƻ ōƻŀǊŘ website 2016). After harvesting, beedi leaves are dried in 
the sun for a few days and then crushed and cleaned. The leaves are then finally packed in 
sacks of approximately 60 kgs ready for sale (Panchamukhi et.al. 2008). Beedi leaves are 
purchased either by traders or agents who choose the product based on Ψthe smoke of the 
ƭŜŀŦΣ ƭŜŀŦ ǎǇŀƴƎƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƛŎƻǘƛƴŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΩ (FAO 2003: 50). As traders often finance the 
cultivation, they themselves determine the eventual price of the crop. Pricing of crops can 
vary considerably as this process is entirely unregulated. Purchase of tobacco is carried out 
in the months of February and March. The purchased tobacco is then processed into flakes, 
blended and then stored for 6-12 months for ageing before it is dispatched to the beedi 
manufacturer16.  

 
Those employed in beedi tobacco production include the cultivators, agents, processors 

and/or distributors (Figure 3.3). In 2003, the FAO estimated that there are 2,90,000 beedi 

                                                           
14

 More recent data are not available 
15

 Natu or country tobacco is used for cheaper brands of cigarettes, country cheroot, pipes, snuff and 
hookah (Tobacco Board 2016).  

16
 Sub-section borrowed from FAO 2003 report 

Year FCV Natu
15

 Beedi Cigar Hookah Cheroot Snuff Total harvest 
όΨллл ǘƻƴƴŜύ 

1990/91 20.3 10.5 35.5 2.6 14.1 14.9 2.1 558.4 

1991/92 28.2 12.3 28.6 2.4 12.4 13.5 2.6 584.4 

1992/93 27.8 10.4 31.6 2.8 13.3 11.9 2.2 596.5 

1993/94 22.0 10.7 33.4 2.8 17.3 11.7 2.1 562.9 

1994/95 20.0 7.9 38.6 3.1 3.9 24.4 2.1 566.7 

1995/96 22.0 9.0 38.3 3.2 3.2 22.2 2.1 535.2 

1996/97 23.4 8.1 34.2 2.1 5.8 25.8 1.6 617.9 

1997/98 23.6 8.1 29.5 1.5 6.6 29.1 1.5 646.0 

2002* 29.1 NA 33.0 NA NA NA NA 602.1 
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tobacco farmers in India.  The farmers cultivate beedi tobacco and the agents procure from 
the farmers to sell it to the distributors or directly to the manufacturers. Processors or 
distributors carry out the processing and storing of beedi tobacco after purchasing the crop 
from the farmers or agents. If the wholesale price of beedi tobacco is Rs. 25/kg, then the 
agent usually pays the farmers Rs. 14/kg (Venkatashami & Harish 2015: 6-7).  
 

Box 4.1: Beedi Farmers in Karnataka 

 

4.2. Tendu leaves Extraction17, Procurement & Employment 

Tendu leaves are used for wrapping tobacco to make beedis. Tendu leaves are collected 
mostly from government-owned forests in Madhya Pradesh, Chhatisgarh, Jharkhand, Bihar, 
Andhra Pradesh, Odisha, Uttar Pradesh, Maharashtra, Gujarat, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal. 
Communities who depend on the sale of minor forest produce to supplement their income 
generally do the collection. First, tendu plants are pruned in February and March. By the 
month of May, when the fresh leaves are bright green, the plucking commences and 
continues till  a week prior to the onset of monsoons. The leaves are arranged in bundles of 
50-100 leaves that are then dried in the sun for a week. On an average, a person collects 
100-200 bundles per day depending on the supply in the area (Prasad and Bhatnagar cited in 
FAO 1993). Before placing them in jute sacks, the leaves are sprinkled with water to 
accommodate them without any crumbling or breakage. These bags are again exposed to 
the sun for a couple of days and then stored until their sale. A standard bag18 can weigh upto 
75 kgs.19  

 
In the 1960s-70s, most states took over the reins of the tendu collection process in order 

to ensure better revenue for the government and fair payments to the collectors (Down to 
Earth 2003). Prior to this, the contractors often underreported the quantities collected from 
the forests (ibid). The administration of the tendu trade is currently managed by the State 
Forest Department through tendu units that comprise all the tendu forests in the state. Each 
tendu unit manages several collection centres within its jurisdiction. An agent is employed 
by the traders or the state forest department to oversee the work at a tendu unit. A 
collection centre is run either by a trader or directly by the department. An accountant 
employed at the collection centre manages all deliveries of tendu bags and payments to 

                                                           
17

 Extraction of tendu leaves is termed production by the forest department in the country (Lal & Wilson 
2012) 
18

 1 Standard bag = 50,000 leaves 
19

 Section borrowed from MPMFPCF website 
http://www.mfpfederation.org/Website/content/tendupatta.html ϧ C!h мффо ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƻƴ άLƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
Trade in Non-ǿƻƻŘ CƻǊŜǎǘ tǊƻŘǳŎǘǎέ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘ http://www.fao.org/docrep/x5326e/x5326e0f.htm#1. 
bidi leaves 

 

A study conducted among 1652 beedi tobacco-growing households in a total of 50 villages 
covering 3 blocks of Karnataka revealed that beedi tobacco is the preferred crop owing to factors 
such as [a] better profits, [b] improved fertility of soil, [c] better suitability of crop and [d] 
traditionally grown by family.  Most of the heads of the households were literate and majority of 
the households belonged to the upper castes in the region. The annual income of the beedi 
growers varied from less than Rs. 20,000 (13% HHs) to Rs. 20,000-2,00,000 (49% HHs) to above Rs. 
2,00,000 (38% HHs).   

Tobacco was considered one of the most labour-intensive crops. In the study area, the cost 
for cultivation per acre was the second highest for tobacco while the highest was for sugarcane. 
The net return per acre was Rs. 8,649 for sugarcane, Rs. 3,499 for beedi tobacco and Rs. 1,290 for 
soyabeans. 
 
Source: Panchamukhi et.al cited in Panchamukhi et.al. 2008 

http://www.mfpfederation.org/Website/content/tendupatta.html
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collectors. Subsequently, from the collection centres the tendu leaves are transported to 
warehouses operated by the state forest department for storage. Official auctions of tendu 
leaves are organised at specific locations where beedi manufacturers and traders are invited 
to participate in the process. Some of the laws put in place to regulate tendu trade include: 

 

¶ ΨRegistering individual tendu growers, tendu traders, and bidi manufacturers 

¶ Restricting individual tendu growers from selling the produce to nobody except 
authorised agents of the state governments 

¶ Entrusting the rights to collect leaves from the forests and other public lands to 
the agents appointed by the state governments 

¶ Selecting bulk purchasers of leaves annually through open auctions for each 
tendu unit; fixing wage rates for the collectors of tendu leaves every years 
through advisory committees, comprising of the representatives of the 
purchasers, growers and the state government 

¶ Regulating transport of leaves within and outside a state through transport 
permits issued by the forestry departmentsΩ (Gupta and Guleria cited in FAO 
1993) 

   
Tumari, Apta and Ashitri leaves are also used to roll beedis, however, tendu is preferred 

over the others owing to its flavour, hardiness, abundance and ease in rolling (Panchamukhi 
et.al. 2008; MPMFPCF 2016). For beedi making, tendu leaves are selected based on size, 
thickness of the leaf, texture, thickness of midrib and lateral veins (MPMFPCF 2016).  

 
As per government figures, tendu leaves production/extraction almost tripled from 

2002-2008 from 5.92 lakh metric tonnes to 17.90 lakh metric tonnes (Table 3.4). In the 
middle, there was also a considerable dip in the production - from 7.10 lakhs in 2003-04 to 
3.12 lakhs in 2004-05 and later, to 2.68 lakhs in 2005-06. In 2010, among all the non-wood 
forest produce in the country, the commercial value of tendu leaves extracted ranked 
second and sal leaves ranked first (FAO 2015). 

 
Table 4.4: Tendu leaves production in India 

Year Tendu leaves production (in MT) 

2002-03 5,92,853 

2003-04 7,10,109 

2004-05 3,12,660 

2005-06 2,68,464 

2006-07 9,94,421 

2007-08 17,90,735 
Source: Statistical Yearbook, MOSPI 2014 

 
The state-wise figures reveal that Maharashtra and Jharkhand reported the highest 

production of tendu leaves in 2007-08 (figure 3.1). Maharashtra topped the ranking with 
7.66 lakh metric tonne of tendu leaves production. Madhya Pradesh was the lowest with 18 
metric tonne of tendu leaves. Madhya Pradesh used to report the highest production of 
tendu leaves until 2000 when the state was divided to form the state of Chhatisgarh (Lal & 
Wilson 2012). Also, tendu production was reported in 2007-08 only from Jharkhand, 
Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal.   
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Figure 4.1: State-wise production of tendu leaves in the year 2007-08 (in MTs) 

 
Source: Prepared based on data from Statistical Yearbook, MOSPI 2014 

 

The dearth of timely and reliable national estimates of tendu leaves collection and the 
revenue generated thereof has been documented (Lal & Wilson 2012: 77). Although the 
Forestry Department compiles the production data annually in the Forestry Statistics of 
India, Lal and Wilson have identified several concerns related to the reliability of the data 
presented (ibid: 77-78). The concerns highlighted are: 

¶ Data are reported by states in different measurement units. For example, 
Karnataka reports annual production in cubic metres while Madhya Pradesh, 
Gujarat and Uttar Pradesh report the production in standard bags. 

¶ It is unclear whether figures related to production include data related to the 
auction of leaves, total collection and final sales. 

¶ Private extraction not included in the data.  

¶ Illicit collections are not accounted for.   

¶ Measurements of standard bags varies e.g. Maharashtra  
 

The Madhya Pradesh Minor Forest Produce reports the annual data on collection wages 
and collection rates per standard bag in the state. As per the figures shared, the collection 
rate per standard bag has increased steadily from Rs. 150 in 1989 to Rs. 1,250 in 2016 (figure 
3.2 ). The collection wages, however, have not improved at such a steady pace. In 1998, the 
wages were fixed at Rs. 181.84, the highest ever since 1989. The collectors were paid Rs. 
152.57 in 2015.   

 
Figure 4.2: Collection rate and wages in Madhya Pradesh (in INR) 

 
Source: Prepared based on data from MPMFPCF 2016 
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4.3. Beedi Manufacturing ς process & units 

 

Beedi manufacturing, marketing & sales 

The beedi industry is a labour-intensive cottage industry. The beedi manufacturing 
process commences with the procurement of tobacco and tendu leaves by beedi 
manufacturers or their representatives (figure 3.3). Most large companies operate through 
representatives who bid on their behalf at state tendu ƭŜŀǾŜǎΩ auctions while others procure 
raw materials from suppliers (Gopal 1999: 12). Tendu leaves and tobacco are stored in 
godowns at the company headquarters before distribution to the contractors or factories 
(ibid.). The raw materials are then handed over to contractors or directly to beedi rollers 
who are either home-based or work out of the manufacturersΩ factories. The beedi rollers 
follow six steps in the preparation of beedis viz. soaking, drying and cutting of tendu leaves 
before filling the leaf with tobacco, rolling the leaf and finally, tying the beedi with a thread 
(John 2008: 3, also see box 3.2 for details of beedi making process).  

 
Figure 4.3: Beedi manufacturing process 

 
Source: Genesis Public Relations cited in Sunley 2008  

 
Once the beedis are rolled, the rollers return them to the contractor or directly to the 

company. Subsequently, the rolled beedis are sorted, roasted and packaged for wholesale 
and retail purposes. There are nearly 10 lakh retail shops linked with beedi companies (John 
2008). The companies ensure regular supply to these shops located even in the farthest 
villages of the country (ibid.). Advertising for beedi brands is done to reach out to the poor 
and rural populations through media such as radio, newspapers, wall grafittis, billboards in 
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shops, sponsorship of events (ibid.). See box 3.3 for different brands of beedis available in 
the country.  

  
  

Box 4.2: Beedi making process 

 
 

Beedi export 

Beedis are exported to as many as 122 countries and their marketing is done on the 
internet (John 2008: 2). There is a niche overseas market for flavoured beedis, which are 
reportedly preferred by students and children (Panchamukhi et. al. 2008: 167). The quantity 
of beedis exported, increased from 676 tonnes in 1995-6 to 1003 tonnes in 2007-8 however, 
the percentage share of the value of the export reduced from 19.26% in 1995-6 to 8.12% in 
2007-820 (John et.al. 2010). United States, one of the major importers of Indian beedis, 
applied restrictions on exports by Mangalore Ganesh Beedis in 1999 due to the violation of 
ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩs labour laws related to prohibition of the use of child labour (ILO 2003). Later in 
2014, the US Food and Drug Administration banned the sale and import of different types of 
beedis made by Jash International as the company failed to provide requisite information 
regarding compliance with the FDA standards (Agence France-Presse 2014).  

Beedi manufacturing units  

According to the Ministry of 
Labour, there are approximately 
300 major manufacturers of 
branded beedis in the country (Das 
cited in ILO 2003).  

 
Apart from the major 

manufacturers, most are small-scale 
manufacturers, which includes 
households who roll beedis and sell 
in the local markets (ibid.). Beedi 
manufacturing is undertaken largely 
in Madhya Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, 
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 Latest figures are not available 

ΨOn return from the shop, the leaves have to be soaked. Once the water drains off, the 
leaves are cut into rectangular pieces using an ΨŀŎŜΩΣ ŀ ǊŜŎǘŀƴƎǳƭŀǊ ƳŜǘŀƭ ǎǘǊƛǇΣ ŦƻǊ 
measurement. Each brand had slight variations in their ΨŀŎŜǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŜŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǾŜs are 
folded in a piece of sack-cloth or plastic sheet to retain the moisture till they are rolled. 
Cutting the leaves is a very skillful job and is done by the beedi worker herself. The 
responsibility of cutting leaves is shared with younger girls only after the latter have 
attained sufficient skill. The beedi worker herself does the main work of actually rolling the 
leaves placing the tobacco dust inside and binding it with a thread. The final action consists 
of folding the top end of the beedi using a metal stick. This action is often the first piece of 
work that is handed over to younger girls, when they are initiated into beedi work. Often 
ƻƭŘŜǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƻǊ ƘŀƴŘƛŎŀǇǇŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀǊŜ ΨǇŀƛŘΩ ŦƻǊ ŦƻƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōeedi 
and bundling them.Ω 
 
Source: Gopal 1999: 15  

 Beedi manufacturing 

 Tendu leaves production 

 Tobacco cultivation 
 
 
 
 

Map 1: Tobacco cultivation, tendu leaves production & beedi 
manufacturing in different states 
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Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, West Bengal, Bihar, Odisha and Uttar Pradesh (Best Practices 
Foundation 2001: 14, John 2008). Andhra Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh and Odisha are states 
where beedi tobacco cultivation, tendu leaves extraction and beedi manufacturing are 
carried out (see Map 1). 

 
 
 

 
In early 20th century beedi manufacturing was carried out in factories, but in the last few 

decades manufacturing has shifted to Ψhouseholds, small unincorporated units and into 
small workshedsΩ (Best Practices Foundation 2001: 5). Currently, only 10% of the total beedi 
manufacturing is undertaken in large enterprises of registered companies (ibid). The latest 
available figures for the number of beedi factories in the country date back to 1995 when 
the Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation (MoSPI) estimated the presence of 
6,693 beedi-manufacturing factories with a total output worth Rs. 2,12,810 lakhs (Table 3.5). 
However, this number had greatly reduced by 2004 when the total number of factories 
producing any tobacco products was approximately 3,000 (MoSPI cited in Sunley 2008). The 
estimated annual production of beedis is between 750 billion to 1.2 billion (Sunley 2008: 5). 

 
Table 4.5: Number of beedi factories 1991-95 

Year No. of factories Total output (Rs. lakhs) 

1991 6,983 1,59,330 

1992 7,472 1,64,220 

1993 6,847 1,85,290 

1994 4,235 2,11,150 

1995 6,693 2,12,810 
Source: Annual Survey of Industries cited in Sunley 2008 

 
Types of manufacturing units & production relations 

 
The manufacturing units currently operational in the country can be classified into two 

categories viz. [a] registered companies and [b] unregistered companies (Madheswaran et. 
al. 2006). The registered companies are the large entities that produce more than 20 lakh 
branded beedis per year, pay excise duty on their product and are legally bound to follow 
labour laws while the unregistered companies are exempt from tax payment as they 
manufacture less than 20 lakh beedis a year (table 3.6). The registered companies are 
ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ōƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ŀŘƘŜǊŜ ǘo labour laws as opposed to the unregistered 
companies, which come within the ambit of the ΨǳƴƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘΩ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΣ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ 
adopt the prescribed labour welfare measures. The relations with workers are discussed in 
detail in the next section.  

 

ΨThis vast market demand is met by a variety of producers ranging from large manufacturers 
producing over 25 billion bidis a year (Mangalore Ganesh Bidi) to individual families who 
make and sell locally. The market for bidis as well as the production system is dominated by 
the major brand names, the largest being Mangalore Ganesh which dominates the Southern 
market; Telephone Bidi and Desai Bidi which dominate the Western region market; and 
Pataka Bidi which dominates the Northern market. Within each market segment there are 
also smaller brands, which compete with the market leader, for example Jivraj Bidi in the 
Western Region. Even smaller than those are local brands, which manufacture a few hundred 
thousand bidis, such as K. P. Bidiwala in Ahmedabad. These brands usually produce and sell at 
the same place. Within the niches of these markets are to be found the very small unbranded 
producers who produce small amounts and sell unbranded bidis locally.Ω 
 
Source: ILO 2003: 64 

Box 4.3: Branded Beedis 
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Table 4.6: Difference between registered & unregistered beedi companies 

Particulars Registered companies Unregistered companies 

Nature  Organised Unorganised 

Scale Large companies Small companies 

Numbers 300 approx. In 1000s 

Annual production > 20 lakh beedis < 20 lakhs beedis 

Excise duty Bound to pay excise Exempt from paying excise duty 

Branding Branded Unbranded 

Relations with workers Direct formal, direct informal, 
indirect formal & indirect informal 

Informal - direct & indirect  

Labour laws Legally bound to adhere Not bound to adhere 

Issuance of IDs Yes No 

Raw material provision to 
rollers for 

2-4 days 6 days 

Place of production Factories, worksheds, households, 
small units 

worksheds, households, small 
units 

Source: Compiled from Madheswaran et. al 2006 & Best Practices Foundation 2001 

 
The shifts in the location of production are accompanied with permutations in 

production relations. The production relations culled out specifically in the context of the 
Karnataka beedi industry are applicable to the industry across the country (See 
Madheswaran et. al. 2006). The variations identified in production relations are [a] direct 
formal relations, [b] direct informal relations, [c] indirect informal relations, [d] indirect 
formal relations and [e] udaffi relations (ibid: 648-9).  

 
Registered companies can have direct formal or informal relations with workers apart 

from indirect formal or informal production relations (figure 3.4 & table 3.6).  A registered 
beedi company has direct formal relations with its workers when the company directly 
transacts with the worker whether in the factory or home. The company provides the raw 
materials to the workers and the rolled beedis are returned to the company without the 
involvement of any intermediaries. The relation is a formal legally binding one sealed with 
the provision of ID cards to the workers entitling them to statutory benefits of minimum 
wages, provident fund and other services such as housing, education and health. In direct 
informal relations, the registered companies and the workersΩ direct link is sans an ID card 
and the company is not bound to provide any statutory benefits. For instance, an informal 
arrangement is worked out after an employee withdraws her accumulated PF amount in the 
event of an emergency.  

  
Usually registered companies operate through contractors or sub-contrators who in turn 

transact with the workers. Contractors and subcontractors work mostly with home-based 
beedis rollers. The company provides raw materials to the contractors and they take this to 
the workers directly or reach them through sub-contractors. This is an indirect relation and 
could be formal with IDs or informal i.e. without IDs. In this system, the contractors are 
solely responsible for the workers and the payment of wages, statutory benefits, 
maintenance of accounts, attendance registers, ID cards etc. (Gopal 1999: 12)  

 
Unregistered companies have either indirect-informal production relations i.e. they 

engage workers through contractors or subcontractors or direct-informal relations wherein 
they work directly with the workers (figure 3.4). Unregistered companies manufacture 
beedis in small worksheds, unincorporated units and/or households. As they are not 
registered they are not bound to provide any statutory benefits to their workers.  
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Figure 4.4: Different production relations of registered & unregistered companies 

 
Source: Prepared based on Madheswaran et. al. 2006 & Best Practices Foundation 2001 

 
A new form of production relation ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨǳŘŀŦŦƛΩ in Karnataka literally means bearing 

Ψƴƻ ŀƭƭŜƎƛŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƻǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩ όƛōƛŘΥ спфύΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ udaffi relation, the workers tend 
to be linked with different companies and contractors. They have, either direct or indirect 
links along with formal or informal relations with companies and contractors. All types of 
permutations and combinations are established in udaffi relations. This arrangement 
ensures that a worker is engaged throughout the week but does not guarantee minimum 
wages. 

  
From the above it is clear that there are different production systems in the beedi 

industry. First, in the factory system, factory-based workers roll beedis under the supervision 
of the manufacturers. Second, the manufacturers recruit home-workers directly who roll 
beedis at home and return them to the company. In the contractor system, workers roll 
beedis in worksheds or out-workers roll them in their homes. The rolled beedis are 
deposited with the company, where the remaining processes such as packaging and labelling 
are completed. There also exists a fourth system termed Ψsale-purchase systemΩ in which the 
home-based worker purchases the raw materials from the company or the contractor and 
then, sells the finished product back to the company or contractor (Best Practices 
Foundation 2001: 11). The worker in the sale-purchase method is paid an amount that is 
equal to ΨwagesΩ prevalent in the other systems (ibid.). Also see box 6.1 for sale-purchase 
system prevalent in Gujarat. 

 
In addition to above delineated systems, a handful of beedi cooperatives were 

functional in India. Kerala Dinesh Beedi Workers Cooperative Pvt Ltd. is the most successful 
beedi cooperative model in the country (see box 3.4). Similar cooperatives were also set up 
in Bankura in West Bengal, Aurangabad in Maharashtra and Vadnagar in Gujarat, however 
they did not prove to be successful. At present, the cooperative movement in the beedi 
industry is dormant (ILO 2003: 91).  
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5. Beedi Pricing & Taxation Policy 

Pricing and taxation of tobacco products has been at the heart of much of the debate 
between the tobacco industry and the anti-tobacco lobbyists. The former have decried and 
lobbied against the Ψhigh and discriminatory ǊŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǘŀȄŀǘƛƻƴΩ levied on legal cigarettes 
considering cigarettes account for only 11 percent of the overall tobacco consumption 
(Tobacco Institute of India 2016: 1). On the other hand, anti-tobacco groups have generated 
considerable literature to demand higher taxation in the tobacco industry to avert pre-
mature deaths and increase tax revenue in the country (John et. al. 2010). As discussed in 
section 2, the consumption of beedis is much higher than that of cigarettes although recent 
studies have shown an increase in the consumption of cigarettes among young and illiterate 
men (Misra et al 2016). Both the cigarette industry and the anti-tobacco lobby argue, albeit 
from diametrically opposite positions, that despite ōŜŜŘƛΩǎ ǎƛȊŜŀōƭŜ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƛƴ the total 
tobacco consumption in the country, taxation on beedis has been relaxed over the years. 
The tobacco industry, dominated by large cigarette-manufacturing corporates, seeks to 
draw attention to beedis, so as to wean the tax-pressure off cigarettes. The anti-tobacco 
lobby argues for increased taxation on beedi so as to directly target the high consumption 
of tobacco in the form of beedis.   

 
 Tobacco taxation policies are generally aimed at generating tax revenues while 

deterring tobacco consumption with high prices. In India, there has been a higher emphasis 
on revenue rather than arresting the health, economic and social costs through a stricter 

A cooperative of beedi workers was set up in Kerala in 1969 with the support of the state government. 
The Kerala Dinesh Beedi Workers Cooperative Society (KDB) was established as a response to the hasty 
departure of Mangalore Ganesh Beedi, one of the largest beedi manufacturers, in October 1968 to relocate 
its production units to Mangalore, Karnataka. The move left nearly 12,000 beedi workers in the lurch 
(Swaminathan 1998; Mohandas & Kumar 1992). The fear of the stringent implementation of the Beedi and 
Cigar Workers Act was the primary reason for the exodus of beedi manufacturers from the state. At the 
outset, there was onŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ нл ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 
membership of only 3000 workers (Kerala Dinesh 2016). The brand name of the coopŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǿŀǎ Ψ5ƛƴŜǎƘΩΦ 
Gradually over the year, ǘƘŜ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōŜŜŘƛǎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜd and the membership went up to 
42,000 in the 1990s (Mohandas & Kumar 1992). The cooperative guaranteed worker benefits such as 
minimum wages, dearness allowance, Sunday wages, holiday wages, earned leave, bonus, gratuity, PF etc. 

 
A study published in 1992, showed that monthly wage income was in the range of Rs. 601-650 for 40% of 

respondents from KDB, 36.7% of respondents in the contract system (for factory based sector) and for only 
10% of home-based workers (Mohandas & Kumar 1992). The average monthly income for KDB and contract 
system workers was Rs. 627.5 and Rs. 623, respectively whereas home-based workers earned Rs. 585. The 
wage paid to workers in KDB was Rs. 20.41 per 1000 rolled beedis while the wages paid in the contract 
system was Rs. 19.82 and Rs. 18.17 in the home-based sector. The study claimed that the improvement in 
wages in the cooperative had a positive effect on the wages paid in the other sectors viz. contract system and 
the home-based sector. KDB also had a welfare and pension scheme for its workers. The non-wage benefits 
in KDB were identified to be higher than in the other two systems. A cooperative worker with an average 
output of 1050-1150 beedis received Rs. 165.22 as non-wage benefit whereas in the contract and home-
based system the non-wage benefit was Rs. 130.96 and 131.02, respectively. Proper facilities such as drinking 
water, toilets, ventilation and spacious worksheds were available only in the cooperative, according to this 
study. 

 
Source: Mohandas & Kumar 1992; Swaminathan 1998; Kerala Dinesh Website 2016 

 

Box 4.4: Kerala Dinesh Beedi Workers Cooperative Society Ltd. 
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tax regime (HRIDAY & Tata Memorial Centre 2004: 237). The revenue and employment 
generated by the tobacco industry are deemed important contributions to the economy 
even though lives are at stake owing to tobacco consumption (ibid.: 237). Over the years, 
the government has introduced mechanisms through which taxes are utilised for the welfare 
of targeted sections such as beedi workers (discussed in more detail in section 6). One also 
sees increased cognisance of the health costs associated with tobacco consumption at the 
state level due to international pressure (ibid). 
 

In India, excise duty is levied on per 1000 sticks of beedis and the rate varies based on 
whether beedis are handmade or machine made (table 4.1). The taxes levied on beedis 
include Central Value Added Tax (CENVAT), the National Calamity Contingent Duty (NCCD) 
and BŜŜŘƛ ²ƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ²ŜƭŦŀǊŜ /Ŝǎǎ ό.²²/). Beedi manufacturing units producing less than 
20 lakh beedis a year are exempt from this excise21. According the Ministry of Labour, the 
BWWC was revised in 2006 to Rs. 5 and the most recent proposal is to revise the cess from 
Rs. 5 to Rs. 8 (GoI 2016). Both central and state governments impose taxes on beedis (Jha et. 
al. 2011). In 2005, the state goveǊƴƳŜƴǘǎΩ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ƭŜǾȅ sales tax was reinstated and in the 
period from 2009-2011, Rajasthan, Gujarat, Himachal Pradesh, Delhi, Goa and Jammu and 
Kashmir increased the value added tax on beedis (ibid.). 

 
Table 5.1: Break up of excise duty per 1000 beedi sticks 

Type of beedi Total (INR) CENVAT (INR) NCCD (INR) BWWC (INR) 

Machine-made 26 20 2 4 

Handmade 14 9 1 4 

Source: Ministry of Finance cited in Sunley 2008  

 
In 2007, the excise duty on beedis was only 8.8% of the retail price while the tax on 

cigarettes was in the range of 33.6% to 58.6% of the retail price (Sunley 2008). The 
difference in taxation on beedis and cigarettes is vast, despite beedi consumption being 
the highest in the country. In 2011-12, the tax on handmade beedis was Rs. 14 per 1000 
sticks while it was Rs. 26 per 1000 for machine-made beedis (table 4.2). Handmade beedis 
make up 98% of the beedi market, yet the tax levied on them is low (ibid.). The low tax rate 
on handmade beedis is seen as a form of government support for the labour intensive, 
cottage industry, which draws its workforce from among the poorest and most vulnerable in 
the country. There was no increase in the excise duty on beedis from 2001-2006. Moreover, 
the percentage of excise revenue from beedis in the total excise revenue has not seen 
much change over the years. In fact, the percentage of excise revenue from beedis was 
5.7% of the total excise revenue in 1996-7 as well as in 2006-7. In 2005-6, the percentage 
of excise revenue from beedis reduced to 4.9%.  

 
Table 5.2: Beedi excise duty & revenue 

Year Excise on 
Handmade 

beedis 

Excise on 
Machine-

made 
beedis 

Total Excise 
Revenue 

Excise 
revenue 
Beedis 

Excise 
revenue 

Cigarettes 

Beedis as 
percent of 

total 
revenue* 

1996/97 5.5 11.6 42,242 2,415 39,827 5.7 

1997/98 6.5 15.5 48,162 3,238 44,924 6.7 

1998/99 6.5 15.5 49,153 3,233 45,920 6.6 
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 Ψ{ǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊ ŜȄŜƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ōƛŘƛǎΣ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǊƻƭƭŜŘ ōƛŘƛǎΣ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜŘ 
without the aid of machines, by a manufacturer by whom or on whose behalf no bidis are sold under a brand 
name, in respect of first clearances of such bidis for home consumption by or on behalf of such manufacturer 
from one or more factories up to a quantity not exceeding 20 lakhs cleared on or after the 1st day of April in any 
ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ȅŜŀǊΩ όLǘŜƳ нпло мл ом ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CƛǊǎǘ {ŎƘŜŘǳƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ŜƴǘǊŀƭ 9ȄŎƛǎŜ ¢ŀǊƛŦŦ !Ŏǘ ƻŦ мфур ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ {ǳƴƭŜȅ нллуΥ 
19). 
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1999/00 6.5 15.5 51,843 3,217 48,626 6.2 

2000/01 8 17 55,343 3,538 51,805 6.4 

2001/02 9 19 54,167 3,572 50,595 6.6 

2002/03 9 19 55,004 3,604 51,400 6.6 

2003/04 9 19 58,317 3,364 54,953 5.8 

2004/05 9 19 63,431 3,482 59,949 5.5 

2005/06 9 19 74,785 3,680 71,105 4.9 

2006/07 12 22 75,119 4,262 70,857 5.7 

2007/08 14 26 - - - - 

2011/12 14 26 - - - - 

Source: Sunley 2008 & Jha et. al. 2011 
*  Separate figures for handmade and machine made beedis are not available 
 

Along with the low excise revenue from beedis, the number of beedis for which tax was 
paid also shows a steady decline from 1996 to 2007 (Figure 4.1). In 1996-7, the number of 
tax-paid beedis was 440 billion sticks and the number of tax-paid beedis in 2006-7 was 360 
billion sticks. The decline could be attributed to several factors including relaxed tax 
enforcement, a decrease in the sale of beedis or a shift from taxed to untaxed beedis 
(Sunley 2008: 14-15). The calculation was based on the revenue collected on beedis in each 
year and the duty on handmade beedis (ibid.). Handmade beedis account for 98% of beedis 
in the market so the duty levied on them was used. According to Sunley, in an estimated 
annual beedi production of 750 billion to 1.2 trillion sticks, only 360 billion sticks were 
taxed while 52-70 percent were untaxed beedis in 2006-7 (2008: 14). Beedis are untaxed 
either due to tax evasion or the exemption given to manufacturers with an annual 
production of less than 20 lakh beedis (ibid.). 

 
Figure 5.1: Trend of tax-paid beedis 1996-2007 

 
Source: Sunley 2008 
 

Optimal tax revenue accompanied with assured deterrence from consumption is a 
function of levying an appropriate tax rate (HRIDAY & Tata Memorial Centre 2004). Research 
on demand elasticity of beedis computed a 40-90% reduction in beedi consumption with a 
100 percent increase in the price (Jha et. al. 2011). Further, although it is found that change 
in the price of one tobacco-smoking commodity could lead to the increase in the 
consumption of another commodity, a study in India established that this is not the case 
with beedis and cigarettes (John cited in Jha et. al. 2011). This implies that an increase in the 
price of beedis does not lead to an increase in the demand for cigarettes or vice versa, as 
the markets for the two products are entirely different. Beedis are preferred for smoking 
by the lower socio-economic sections as opposed to cigarettes. 
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5.1. Beedi Taxation policy ς Issues and Recommendations 

There are several issues stemming from the taxation policy discussed in the previous 
section. Firstly, the distinction in the taxes levied on handmade and machine-made beedis 
has no significant impact on the total revenue as 98% beedis are handmade. Several 
questions have been raised over how this distinction is determined. The use of cutting dye 
or a roasting oven is exempt but a stapler or a labelling or wrapping machine would not be 
(Sunley 2008: 18). Sunley argues, that levying a standard duty of Rs. 14 per 1000 beedis for 
both handmade and machine made beedis may lead to an increase in the use of machines in 
the industry and this in turn could result in better wages for workers and improved 
collection of taxes (2008: 18). Although, increased mechanisation would result in a 
corresponding reduction in the numbers of beedi workers in the industry. 

 
Secondly, the low excise rate may be seen as a support for the poor consumers of 

beedis but in the long run the health and social costs of this consumption are immense. It is 
recommended that the duty should be increased to Rs. 168 per 1000 sticks at par with the 
non-filter micro cigarettes so that the price of a pack of 25 beedis is raised from Rs. 4 to Rs. 8 
(ibid.). Also, there is a need to levy an annual inflation-adjusted tax rate to address 
affordability (Jha et. al. 2011 & John et. al. 2010). Further, the small producer exemption 
makes room for many producers who have made false declarations to fall through the 
cracks without paying due taxes. So much so that excise duty officers are not allowed to 
carry out enquiries regarding the claims of small producers who wish to avail the 
exemption unless the Commissioner of Central Excise duty authorises an enquiry  (Sunley 
2008: 19). Producers often evade taxes by setting up a number of smaller companies under 
the aegis of the parent company and claiming that the production of each company is lower 
than 20 lakhs per year (ibid). Sunley recommended that the exemption should be provided 
on the basis of the production carried out at all the jointly owned companies. Also, under-
reporting sales and the resultant tax evasion need to be checked (ibid).     

 
With the imposition of Goods and Services Tax (GST) from April 2017 onwards, all 

tobacco products would be taxed as per the GST policy. All the current taxes would be 
subsumed within GST. At present, the proposed GST tax reform is expected to leave the 
taxation on tobacco unchanged, as a cess would be levied to make up for any deficit in the 
current tax rate. The proposed tax slab for demerit goods such as tobacco products is 28%. It 
is yet to be seen whether the tax rate on beedis would undergo significant change with the 
GST reform. The proposed tax slab is 28%, which is nearly 10% higher than the 8.8% of duty 
on the retail price mentioned in the previous section.  

6. Beedi industry ς Legislations & welfare schemes 

Apart from the taxation levied on beedis, the beedi industry is subject to regulation 
through several legislations and policy decisions. Additionally, there are a number of 
government welfare schemes related to health, education and housing for beedi workers. In 
this section, legislations and welfare schemes would be presented to capture specifically 
their objectives, benefits and concerns. Present coverage under schemes is included based 
on the availability of relevant data. Legislations and schemes have been identified separately 
for the organised and the unorganised sector. The enforcement of all labour laws falls within 
the ambit of the Ministry of Labour. 

6.1. Legislations applicable to Registered Companies 

In this subsection, the legislations applicable to registered companies are delineated. 
These legislations largely cover the conditions of employment of workers in beedi 
manufacturing units along with the ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ in the form of statutory benefits. 
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The legislations covered in this section include worker welfare acts viz. the Beedi and Cigar 
Workers (Conditions of Employment) Act 1966, .ŜŜŘƛ ²ƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ²ŜƭŦŀǊŜ Cǳnd 1976 and 
social security laws such as the Provident Fund Act 1952, Employees State Insurance Act 
1948, Maternity Benefit Act 1961 etc.  

 
 
Table 6.1: Legislations applicable to registered companies 

Legislations Objective Main provisions 

Beedi and Cigar 
workers (Conditions 
of Employment) Act 
1966 
 

To regulate the conditions 
of employment of workers 
employed in the beedi-
manufacturing units. 

¶ Recognises factory and home-based workers.  

¶ Industrial premises to be licensed by State government 
based on suitability of premises, financial resources of 
applicant, welfare of workers in the area, bona fide nature 
of application etc. 

¶ License of premises to be renewed each financial year. 

¶ State government shall appoint inspectors who would 
conduct regular inspection as required of industrial 
premises to ensure that the provisions of the Act are 
complied with. 

¶ Cleanliness, adequate ventilation and no overcrowding 
would ensured. 

¶ Facilities such as safe drinking water, toilets, washing 
facilities, crèches for under six year olds (over 50 women 
employees), first aid and canteens would be provided in 
the premises  

¶ Working hours would be limited to 9 hours per day or 48 
hours per week. In case of overtime, then wages would be 
paid accordingly. 

¶ Prohibition of Child Labour 

¶ Provision of annual leave and weekly holidays 

¶ The Act prohibits an employer or contractor from 
arbitrarily rejecting more than 2.5% of the beedis as sub-
standard beedis. Rejection of 5% would necessitate 
making entries in writing, recording the reasons for 
rejection. (NCW 2005:3) 

¶ Application of Industrial Employment (Standing Orders) 
Act 1946 for establishments with more than 50 
employees or as deemed by the State government and 
Maternity Benefit Act to all establishments 

¶ Industrial Disputes Act extended to beedi workers for 
dispute resolution e.g. wages 

¶ Penalty for obstructing inspector is 6 months 
imprisonment or Rs. 5000 fine or both 

¶ Central government has the power to give directions to 
state governments in matters of the Act 

¶ State government has the power to make rules to carry 
out the purposes of this Act 

Beedi Workers 
Welfare Fund 1976 

To finance welfare measures 
for beedi workers 

¶ Beedi Workers Welfare Fund would be established by the 
Central Government 

¶ Amount to be drawn from the proceeds of the cess 
imposed on beedis under the Beedi Workers Welfare Cess 
Act, 1976 

¶ To be used for measures and facilities for persons 
engaged in beedi establishments e.g. sanitation, health, 
water, education, housing, recreation 

¶ To grant loan or subsidy to a State government, local 
authority or employer for efforts directed towards 
welfare of beedi workers 
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Beedi Workers 
Welfare Cess Act 1976 

To levy a cess on 
manufactured beedis for the 
purpose of the Beedi 
Workers Welfare Fund 

¶ Levy and collection of cess as determined by the Central 
Government 

¶ The proceeds of the cess to be credited to the BWWF 

¶ Establishments producing less than 20 lakh beedis a year 
are exempt from payment of cess 

Industrial 
Employment 
(Standing Orders) 
1946 

To direct employers to 
formally define the 
conditions of employment 
in an establishment 

¶ Applies to establishments with 100 or more workers. The 
central or state government may change this requirement 
to a lower number of workers as deemed appropriate. 

¶ Submission of standing orders or rules related to ς [a] 
classification of workers, [b] working hours/holidays/pay-
days/wage rate, [c] shift working, [d] attendance, [e] 
leave, [f] entering premises ς liability to search, [g] closing 
or temporary stoppages of work ς rights of employer and 
workers therein, [h] termination of employment, [i] 
suspension for misconduct, [j] redressal for workers, [k] 
others 

¶ Certifying authority would seek ƻōƧŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ 
trade union or woǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ  

¶ Modifications and additions to the standing orders would 
be recommended by certifying authority prior to 
certification.  

¶ Penalty for contravention of Act is upto Rs. 5000 with Rs. 
200 for every day that the offence continues 

The Trade Union Act 
1926 
 

To provide for the 
registration of trade unions 
and define laws relating to 
registered trade unions  

¶ Any seven or more members of a trade union can apply 
for registration of the trade union to the Registrar 

¶ General funds can be spent on salaries or expenses of 
offices bearers, expenses on administration of the trade 
union, payment for legal procedures, dealing with trade 
disputes, compensation to members or dependents in 
case of death, sickness or accident etc. 

¶ Separate fund for political purposes 

¶ Appropriate government has the power to make 
regulations 

¶ Penalties for failure to submit returns and supplying false 
information regarding trade union 

The Minimum Wage 
Act 1948 

To provide directions for 
fixing wage rates in certain 
employments 

¶ The appropriate government would fix a minimum time 
rate, minimum piece rate, a guaranteed time rate and 
overtime rate for scheduled employment (includes 
employment in beedi manufacturing units) 

¶ Minimum wages comprise basic pay and dearness 
allowance 

¶ Employers must pay workers the fixed minimum wage or 
more. 

¶ Appropriate authority ie state government may fix the 
number of work hours in a day and provide a day for rest 
in a period of seven days or payment for work done on 
rest days not less than overtime wage 

¶ Both Central and State governments can fix or modify 
minimum rates of wages of employment.  

¶ Minimum wages to be set by Regional Advisory Board 
comprising government officials, trade union 
representatives and employer representatives 

¶ Maintenance of registers and records of workers and 
wages paid 

¶ Inspectors may be appointed to inspect the 
implementation of Act in any premises where workers are 
employed or work carried out by out-workers 
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¶ Penalty for offenses such as payment of wages less than 
minimum wage would be imprisonment upto six months 
or fine of Rs. 500 or both. 

¶ Central government has the power to give directions to 
state governments in matters of the Act 

¶ Central government has the power to make rules related 
to Central Advisory Board 

¶ State government has the power to make rules to carry 
out the purposes of this Act. 

The Contract Labour 
(Regulation and 
Abolition) Act 1970 

To regulate contract labour 
in certain establishments 

¶ Applies to every establishment with 20 or more contract 
workers are employed and to every contractor who 
employs contract labour 

¶ Does not apply to work is of an intermittent or casual 
nature 

¶ Registration of establishments and licenses for contractor 
employing contract labour 

¶ Facilities such as canteens, rest-rooms, drinking water, 
toilets, washing facilities and first aid to be provided 

¶ Contractor is responsible for payment of wages  

¶ Offenses under the Act are punishable with a jail term of 
3 months or a fine of upto Rs. 1000 or with both 

¶ Inspectors may be appointed to inspect the 
implementation of Act in any premises where contract 
workers are employed or work carried out by contract 
out-workers 

¶ Maintenance of records and registers of workers and 
waged paid etc. 

¶ Central government has the power to give directions to 
state governments in matters of the Act 

¶  State government has the power to make rules to carry 
out the purposes of this Act. 

The Payment of Bonus 
Act 1965  

To provide the payment of 
bonus to workers in certain 
establishments 

¶ Applies to every factory and establishment with 20 or 
more workers 

¶ Mandatory annual payment of bonus to workers who 
have worked a minimum of 30 days in the previous year 
and drawing a salary of Rs. 21000 or less. 

¶ Minimum bonus of 8.33 percent of salary or wage earned 
in the accounting year 

¶ Maximum bonus of 20 percent of salary or wage earned 
in the accounting year 

¶ Wage ceiling for calculation of bonus is Rs. 7000 per 
month or the minimum wage for the scheduled 
employment, whichever is higher. 

¶ Minimum wages as per the Minimum Wages Act 1948 

¶ Inspectors may be appointed to inspect the 
implementation of Act in any premises  

¶ Maintenance of records and registers of workers and 
bonus paid. 

¶ Penalties are punishable with jail term of upto 6 months 
or fine of Rs. 1000 or both 

¶ Central government has the power to make rules to carry 
out the purposes of this Act. 

The Equal 
Remuneration Act 
1976 
 

To ensure equal pay to 
women and men  

¶ Employer to pay equal remuneration to men and women 
workers for same work or work of a similar nature 

¶ No discrimination in hiring women workers 

¶ Claims and complaints to be heard by authorities 
appointed by state government 
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¶ Employers should maintain records and registers about 
employees 

¶ Inspectors may be appointed to inspect the 
implementation of Act in any premises  

¶ Offence punishable with jail term of upto one month or 
fine upto Rs. 10,000 or both 

¶ Central government has the power to make rules for the 
implementation of Act 

¶ Central government may give directions to state 
government regarding execution of Act 

The Provident Fund 
Act 1952 

To provide for provide 
funds, pension scheme and 
deposit-linked insurance 
fund for employees in 
factories and establishments 

¶ Applies to every factory engaged in any industry specified 
in Schedule 1 and in which 20 or more persons are 
employed 

¶ The contribution of employer will be 12 percent of basic 
wages, dearness allowance, and retaining allowance 
payable to every employee 

¶ Under the employees pension scheme ς superannuation 
ǇŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǎŎƘŜƳŜΣ ǿƛŘƻǿ ƻǊ ǿƛŘƻǿŜǊΩǎ ǇŜƴǎƛƻƴΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
pension etc. would be paid  

¶ Life insurance benefits through the employees deposit-
linked insurance scheme 

¶ Inspectors may be appointed to inspect the 
implementation of Act in any premises  

¶ Penalty for avoidance of payment of pension and 
insurance is upto 1 year of imprisonment or fine of upto 
Rs. 5000 or both 

¶ Act does not apply to establishments registered under 
Cooperative Societies Act 1912 

¶ Central government has the power to make rules for the 
implementation of Act 

¶ Central government may give directions to state 
government regarding execution of Act 

The Employees State 
Insurance Act 1948  

To provide insurance in case 
of sickness, maternity or 
work injury 

¶ Applies to factories where 10 or more employees are 
engaged in manufacturing process with the aid of power 
or where 20 or more employees are engaged without the 
aid of power 

¶ All employees of eligible factories to be insured 

¶ Establishment of ESI Corporation, Standing Committee 
and Medical Benefit Council 

¶ Employees State Insurance Fund holds the grants received 
from government or local authority 

¶ Fund to be used for payment of benefits and provision of 
medical treatment and attendance to insured persons and 
in certain case their families. 

¶ Fund also to be used for payment of allowances for 
employees of ESI Corporation, Standing Committee and 
Medical Benefit Council 

¶ Contributions are payable by the employee and the 
employer under this Act. The contributions are paid to the 
corporation. 

¶ Benefits include ς periodical payments to insured person 
in case of sickness, miscarriage or sickness arising out of 
pregnancy, disablement, death following an work injury, 
medical treatment or attendance on insured persons, 
funeral of deceased insured person 

¶ Occupational diseases to be considered employment 
injury 
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¶ Power of Central government, State government and 
Corporation to make regulations 

¶ Punishment for false statements by insured person is 
imprisonment for upto 6 months or a fine not exceeding 
Rs. 2000 or both 

¶ Punishment for failure to pay contribution punishable 
with imprisonment of 6 months-3 years and a fine of Rs. 
5-10000. 

The Maternity Benefit 
Act 1961 
 

To regulate employment of 
women before and after 
childbirth and to provide 
maternity benefits  

¶ Applies to every factory, mine or plantation and shop or 
establishment where 10 or more persons are employed or 
were employed on any day of the preceding 12 months 

¶ Eligibility for benefit the woman should have worked for 
80 days in the establishment in 12 months before her 
date of delivery 

¶ Payment of maternity benefit to every woman who is 
employed in a factory or establishment to which 
provisions of the ESI Act 1948 apply 

¶ Maternity leave upto 12 weeks for all women; not more 
than 6 weeks preceding her date of delivery 

¶ Medical bonus of Rs. 3,500, additional leave upto one 
month, in case of miscarriage ς 6 weeks leave with 
average pay 

¶ Light work for 10 weeks before delivery, 2 nursing breaks 
until child is 15 months old, no discharge or dismissal 
during maternity leave 

¶ There are penalties for contravention of Act by employer 
(3 months-1 year imprisonment; fine of Rs. 2-5000) and 
for obstructing an inspector (upto 1 year imprisonment; 
upto Rs. 5000 fine or both) 

¶ Central government may give directions to state 
government regarding execution of Act 

The Payment of 
Gratuity Act 1972 

To provide for the payment 
of gratuity to employees 
after considerable years of 
employment  

¶ Applies to every factory, mine or plantation and shop or 
establishment where 10 or more persons are employed or 
were employed on any day of the preceding 12 months 

¶ Payment of gratuity payable to an employee after 
termination of employment after s/he has served not less 
than 5 years in the establishment 

¶ The employer shall pay gratuity at the rate of 15 days 
wages based on the wages last drawn by the employee 
concerned. For an employee who was paid on piece rate 
basis, daily wages will be computed as an average of the 
total wages received for a period of 3 months 
immediately preceding termination of employment. 

¶ Penalties include [a] 6 months jail term or Rs. 10,000 fine 
or both for false representations to avoid making 
payments or enabling another to avoid making payments 
and [b] imprisonment of 6 months to 1 year and/or 
penalty of Rs. 10000 to 20000 for contravention of Act by 
employer. 

¶ Central government has the power to make rules under 
the act. 

Source: GoI Ministry of Labour website 

 
The Beedi and Cigar (Conditions of Employment) brought about significant changes in 

how wage rates were determined. Wages were earlier fixed only the basis of hours spent or 
on a daily or a monthly basis. These wage rates could not easily be applied to home-based 
workers (ILO 2003: 82). With the recognition of the home-based worker for the first time 
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with this legislation, wage rates were revised to include Ψpiece-ratesΩ in addition to the 
prevalent time-rates (ibid).  

 
There are education, health, housing, death and maternity allowance schemes 

operational as part of the Welfare Fund (See Annexure 1). These may vary from state to 
state. For instance, in 2007 the West Bengal government used the welfare fund for domestic 
electrification, construction of houses and infrastructure building such as approach road, 
sanitation etc. (GoWB 2007). Under the Revised Integrated Housing Scheme, a housing 
subsidy of Rs. 1.50 lakhs is given to registered beedi workers in three installments (25% 
advance, 60% after lintel level, 15% after completion) provided s/he has his or her own land 
for the construction of a house and has an Aadhar card along with Jan Dhan/Bank account 
(Ministry of Labour 2016).  

 
The total number of beedi hospitals and dispensaries in the country is 7 and 204, 

respectively. The beedi dispensaries are located in Ajmer, Allahabad, Bengaluru, 
Bhubaneshwar, Hyderabad, Jabalpur, Karma, Kolkata and Nagpur (Press Information Bureau 
2010). It is yet to be seen whether the beedi hospitals and dispensaries are able to reach 
workers based in remote rural areas in different states. 

 
Beedi workers require ID cards to avail the provisions under these schemes. As 

employers were less inclined to provide IDs to the workers, the Central government 
appointed officers within the Welfare Fund to carry out this task apart from local 
authorities such as panchayats to issue ID cards (ILO 2003). In Madhya Pradesh, beedi 
worker hospitals are authorised to issue ID cards to beedi workers without any intimation 
from the employers. Yet, workers have complained that hospitals often do not issue ID cards 
without the approval of the employer (ILO 2003). The total number of ID cards issued in the 
country in April 2013 covered 79.8% of the total beedi workers (Table 5.2). There was a 
deficit of 12.97 lakh ID cards, which prevented the workers from availing the welfare 
schemes. Kerala and Madhya Pradesh had the poorest issuance of ID cards at 64.4% and 
68.1% respectively. Odisha reported above 100% issuance of IDs. This could possibly be 
owing to an underreporting of the number of workers or an error in the data collected. The 
figures reported in the table exclude the huge number of workers in the unorganised beedi 
industry with no access to the above welfare schemes.  

 
Table 6.2: State-wise number of beedi workers and IDs issued as on April 2013 

State No. of beedi 
workers 

No. of identity 
cards issued 

Percentage 

Gujarat 50,000 46,269 92.5 

Rajasthan 50,000 40,316 80.6 

Uttar Pradesh 4,50,000 4,23,791 94.2 

Karnataka  2,45,691 2,31,943 94.4 

Odisha 2,24,486 2,28,909 102.0 

Andhra Pradesh & Telangana 4,58,000 3,54,429 77.4 

Madhya Pradesh 15,00,000 10,21,259 68.1 

West Bengal 19,74,239 14,40,108 72.9 

Tripura 15,946 12,380 77.6 

Assam 7,725 7,265 94.0 

Kerala 93,942 60,534 64.4 

Maharashtra 2,56,000 2,47,349 96.6 

Bihar 2,61,000 2,55,876 98.0 

Chhatisgarh 25,000 23,598 94.4 

Tamil Nadu 7,00,000 6,27,251 89.6 

Jharkhand 1,14,000 1,06,929 93.8 
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Total 64,26,029 51,28,206 79.8 
Source: Indiastat.com cited in Singh and Singh 2015 

 
As per the latest annual report of the Ministry of Labour, the utilisation of the BWWF 

upto October 2014 in the financial year 2014-15 was Rs. 8.45 lakhs (Table 5.3). The 
expenditure on health was higher as compared to housing, education and recreation in 
2013-14 and 2014-15. This implies that schemes related to health were availed more than 
housing, education and recreation. Beedi manufacturers are expected to pay the excise, 
which includes the BWWC, every three months (Sunley 2008). So, the cess collection of Rs. 
6.15 lakhs in October 2014 included the collection for the first two quarters alone.     

 
Table 6.3: Collection and expenditure under BWWF 2013-15 

Details 2013-14 (INR) 2014-15 upto Oct (INR) 

Utilisation of Welfare funds 17,34,395 8,45,554 

Cess collection 15,86,900 6,15,624 

Expenditure on health  7,98,710 5,21,939 

Expenditure on housing 2,17,628 1,07,713 

Expenditure on education 6,25,586 1,44,151 

Expenditure on recreation 1,421 972 
Source: Ministry of Labour 2016 

 
 
The Provident Fund Act was extended to beedi workers (including home-based workers) 

in 1977. The move was opposed in court by M/s P M Patel and Sons but the petition was 
later dismissed in 1986 (ILO 2003: 83). Research revealed that owners avoided the payment 
of provident fund and other benefits to the extent possible in a variety of ways (ibid.). For 
instance, in Sagar in Madhya Pradesh, it was seen that not even a fourth of the workers 
were paid the provident fund (ibid). The difficulty in establishing a straightforward 
employer-employee relationship was most commonly used to this end (ibid.). In the case of 
the maternity benefit scheme, the employers often did not record the names of women 
workers to avoid making payments to them at the time of pregnancy and delivery (Gopal 
1999, ILO 2003). 

 
Data collected by the Labour Bureau in 1995 throws light on the percentage of sampled 

beedi units that ensured statutory benefits to their employees under different legislations 
(Table 5.4). 77% and 68% of the sampled beedi units adhered to the PF Act and the Bonus 
Act, respectively.  The least compliance was seen in the provision of ESI, ex-gratia payment 
and group insurance with only 5-6% sampled units adhering to the guidelines. Also, only 21% 
of units provided maternity benefit to their women employees. Maternity benefits were 
provided in the sampled units in Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil Nadu, 
Maharashtra and Rajasthan but not in Bihar, West Bengal and Odisha (ILO 2003:20). This 
data set revealed that the implementation of most labour laws left much to be desired with 
the beedi workers bearing the brunt of the non-compliance in the units.  

 
Table 6.4: Compliance of social security measures in manufacturing units in 1995 

Social security benefit Percentage of complying sampled units 

Employee Provident Fund 77 

Payment of Bonus 68 

Payment of Gratuity  40 

²ƻǊƪƳŜƴΩǎ /ƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴ !Ŏǘ 31 

Maternity benefit 21 

Payment of DA as separate component 14 

Group insurance 6 



 

 29 

Ex-gratia payment 6 

9ƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎΩ {ǘŀǘŜ LƴǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ 5 
Source: GoI cited ILO 2003 
 

 
A look at the benefits extended to homeworkers by units regulated by labour 

legislations showed that only 62% units provided maternity benefits to their homeworkers 
(Table 5.5). 55% units paid bonuses to their homeworkers and 46% covered them under the 
PF Act. It has been recorded that home-based workers were less likely to benefit from the 
welfare schemes as compared to factory-based workers (ILO 2003: 19).  

 
Table 6.5: Percentage of units that extended Social Security benefits to home workers 

Social security benefit Percentage of units extending benefit to home 
workers  

Employee Provident Fund 46 

Payment of Bonus 55 

Payment of Gratuity  25 

Maternity benefit 62 

Payment of DA as separate component 49 

Group insurance/ESI 33 
Source: ILO 2003 

 
Each state government has the power to make rules regarding the Minimum Wages Act. 

The piece-rate is set by the state government under the Act. The wage rate varies from state 
to state as some add Dearness allowance to the wages resulting in a hike after every six 
months (Kerala and Gujarat) while others (Andhra Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh) revise the 
rates only once in three years (ILO 2003: 83). Data published in 2000 on minimum wages in 
different states showed that the rates differ considerably and so do the industrial and 
ƘƻƳŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎǎ (Table 5.6ύΦ IƻƳŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ aŀŘƘȅŀ tǊŀŘŜǎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ 
lowest at Rs. 9.30 although the minimum wage set was Rs. 25.10. Gujarat was the other 
ǎǘŀǘŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƻǿŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΦ Lƴ ƴƻne of 
the states, did the industrial and home workers receive wages as per the rate set by the 
ǎǘŀǘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ Lƴ YŜǊŀƭŀΣ ōƻǘƘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƳŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ 
home workers earning only a rupee more than the industrial workers. This data highlights 
the huge variation in the set wages and the contravention of the MWA in the mentioned 
states.  

 
Table 6.6: Comparison of minimum wages in select states & workers' earnings in beedi industry in 2000 

State Minimum wages (INR) LƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ 
earnings (INR) 

IƻƳŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ 
earnings (INR) 

Karnataka 29.3 14.5 28 

Madhya Pradesh 25.1 16 9.3 

Tamil Nadu 24.7 18.9 22.5 

Andhra Pradesh 26.8 11.8 23.1 

Gujarat 20.7 18.3 12.7 

Kerala 42.6 27.1 28 
Source: Bhattacharya and Bhattacharya cited in Best Practices Foundation 2001 

 
Not surprisingly, beedi manufacturers seek to shift their operations to states with low 

wage rates in order to lower their cost of production. Recommendations were made at a 
wŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ [ŀōƻǳǊ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊǎΩ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ мффп-5 to arrest the difference between piece 
rates for beedi workers to not exceed Rs. 3 among neighbouring states (Best Practices 
Foundation 2001). In this way, the incentive to move manufacturing units to states that 
offer cheaper labour would be removed. Although this recommendation was made more 
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than a decade ago, the fixation of piece rates in states has not seen any change to this 
effect.     

 
Underpayments were found to be a common practice, but workers were not keen to 

report such matters for fear of losing employment (ibid: 84). In a study conducted in Kerala, 
Madhya Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh and Gujarat, rejection of beedis, unpaid beedis and 
provision of poor quality and insufficient tendu leaves were identified as the ways in which 
the payment of minimum wages were averted (ILO 2003: 84). These are discussed in more 
detail in the following section. In the cooperative system, it was seen that the minimum 
wage rate was consistently adhered to, as the workers themselves were at the helm of 
affairs (Swaminathan 1998, ILO 2003). 
 

As per a 2015 evaluation of the implementation of the MWA in the beedi industry in 
Madhya Pradesh, the proportion of establishments maintaining the prescribed records 
under the MWA and other labour laws was low (GoI 2015). Although 95% maintained an 
attendance register, only 33% maintained a welfare amenities register and 38% maintained 
a register of advances. The percentage of establishments that maintained a register of 
inspections and a bonus payment register was 73.97% and 71.23% respectively. A mere 4% 
of the units maintained records of overtime.  

 
The wage rate fixed in Madhya Pradesh effective from October 2014 was Rs. 74.17 

(Table 5.7). This included the bonus and employee contribution to PF. Without any of the 
other allowances and benefits, a roller is entitled to only Rs. 22.50. Considering the difficulty 
in establishing employer-employee relations in the beedi industry this rate would hardly find 
any compliance. The evaluation revealed that beedi rollers were the least paid workers in 
the industry despite carrying out bulk of the work (ibid.: 41). The evaluation highlighted 
that workers in the contractual system have even lower bargaining powers than those in 
factory units. Furthermore, beedis rollers are often unable to produce adequate number of 
beedis due to the poor quality of raw materials provided to them (GoI 2015, NCW 2005).  

 
Table 6.7: Wage rate for rolling 1000 beedis in Madhya Pradesh 

Particulars INR 

Basic wages 22.50 

Variable Dearness Allowance 42.71 

Leave with salary (@5% of total wages) 3.26 

Total wages 68.47 

Bonus @ 8.33% of total wages 5.70 

PF contribution of employer (@10% of total wages) 6.85 

Total wages + Bonus 74.17 

Less PF contribution of employee (@10% of total 
wages) 

6.85 

Net payable to beedi rollers 67.32 
Source: GoI 2015 

 
As per the evaluation, 63% of units allowed employees to take leave or holidays with 

wages and 66% permitted their workers to take a weekly off with wages (GoI 2015). As per a 
1995 Labour Bureau study across several states, 77% of registered units permitted the 
observance of national holidays while 37% allowed a week off with wages (GoI cited in ILO 
2003).   

 
The percentage of workers other than beedi rollers that received minimum wages was 

abysmally low (Table 5.8). Only 29% sorters and 25% distributors were paid as per the 
minimum wages set by the state government. Percentage of furnace operator and wrappers 
who received minimum wages was high at 96% and 93% respectively. 
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Table 6.8: Percentage of workers who received minimum wages 

Worker Percentage received minimum wages 

Furnace operator 95.65 

Wrapper/labeller/maker of bundles 93.23 

Taraiwala/sorter/checker 28.86 

Raw material distributor 25 

Others 36.49 
Source: GoI 2015 

 
Some of the ways in which labour laws are manipulated or circumvented by registered 

beedi manufacturers are: 
a. Ceasing factory-based manufacturing and shifting to recruitment of home-

based workers through the contract system  
b. Shifting to states with low minimum wage or where workers are poor and not 

organised to ensure least resistance and demands ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ e.g. 
minimum wages 

c. Adopting the sale-purchase system wherein the employee-employer relation is 
dismantled leaving the manufacturer with no obligations under any of the 
above legislations. (See previous section for details) 

d. Manipulation of registers with employee details by contractors (ILO 2003) 

6.2. Legislations applicable to Unregistered Companies 

The legislations that are applicable to the registered companies delineated above are 
not applicable to unregistered companies except for the Minimum Wage Act. Beedi workers 
in unregistered companies are entitled to minimum wages as fixed by the government. They 
are not eligible for any other social security benefits such as maternity benefit, insurance, 
provident fund etc.  

 
The UnorganiseŘ ²ƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ {ƻŎƛŀƭ {ŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ !Ŏǘ was passed in 2008 for the welfare of 

workers in the unorganised sector. The details of the Act are provided in table 5.9 
 
Table 6.9: Legislations applicable to Unregistered companies 

Legislation Objective Main provisions 

The Unorganised 
²ƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ {ƻŎƛŀƭ 
Security Act 2008 

To provide for the social 
security and welfare of 
workers in the unorganised 
sector 

¶ The schemes applicable to workers include National Old 
Age Pension Scheme, National Family Benefit Scheme, 
Janani Suraksha Yojana, Janashree Bima Yojana/Aam 
Admi Bima Yojana, Rashtriya Swasthya Bima Yojana 

¶ State governments may formulate welfare schemes for 
workers 

¶ National Social Security Board established by Central 
government 

¶ State Social Security Board established by State 
governments 

¶ Record keeping to be done by district administration 

¶ Worker facilitation centres may be set up by State 
governments 

¶ Every worker would be eligible for registration  

¶ Power of the Central government to give directions 

¶ Power to make rules with Central and State governments 

¶ Workers in the organised sector not covered under the 
²ƻǊƪƳŜƴΩǎ /ƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴ !ŎǘΣ LƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ 5ƛǎǇǳǘŜǎ !ŎǘΣ 
ESI Act, Provident Fund Act, Maternity Benefit Act, 
Payment of Gratuity Act would be covered in under this 
Act.  
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The schemes applicable to workers in the unorganised sector under the Act are: 

¶ The National Old Age Pension: is a centrally sponsored scheme for those who 
are aged 60 years and above belonging to BPL families. The beneficiaries are 
paid Rs. 300 per month as pension. Of the Rs. 300, Rs. 100 is borne by state 
governments. Those above the age of 80 years are paid Rs. 500 per month under 
the scheme.  

¶ The National Family Benefit Scheme: is a centrally sponsored scheme, which 
provides a BPL beneficiary household a sum of Rs. 20,000 in the event of the 
death of the primary breadwinner who was in the age-group of 18-59 years. 

¶ Janini Suraksha Yojana: is a centrally sponsored incentive based scheme directed 
towards promoting institutional deliveries. The eligibility criteria and incentives 
vary for rural and urban areas in high performing states and low performing 
states22 (See tables 5.10, 5.11). 
 

Table 6.10: Eligibility criteria under JSY 

States Eligibity criteria 

LPS States  
 

All pregnant women delivering in Government 
health centres like Sub-centre, PHC/CHC/ FRU / 
general wards of District and state Hospitals or 
accredited private institutions 

HPS States BPL pregnant women, aged 19 years and above 

LPS & HPS All SC and ST women delivering in a government 
health centre like subcentre, PHC/CHC/ FRU / 
general ward of district and state hospitals or 
accredited private institutions 

Source: GoI 2006 

 
 

Table 6.11: JSY incentives 

Category Rural areas  Total Urban areas  Total 

 aƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ 
package 

!{I!Ωǎ 
package 

Rs.  aƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ 
package 

!{I!Ωǎ 
package 

Rs.  

LPS 1400 600 2000 1000 200 1200 

HPS 700  700 600  600 
Source: GoI 2006 

 

¶ Rashtriya Swasthya Bima Yojana: is a centrally sponsored health insurance 
scheme for BPL households and workers in the unorganised sector. The 
beneficiary households are entitled to hospitalisation coverage up to Rs. 30,000 
per year for specific diseases after the payment of an annual registration fee of 
Rs. 30.  

¶ Aam Admi Bima Yojana: is a government insurance scheme for BPL and for 
households marginally above the poverty line. The head of household or one 
earning member is covered under this scheme. Both central and state 
government share the annual premium of Rs. 200 for a cover of Rs. 30,000 
(natural death), Rs. 75,000 (death due to accident/permanent or total disability) 
and Rs. 37,500 (partial permanent disability due to accident). This insurance 
scheme is valid for beedi workers and tendu leaves collectors. 

 

                                                           
22

 Low performing states are Uttar Pradesh, Uttaranchal, Bihar, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, 
Assam, Rajasthan, Orissa and Jammu and Kashmir. These states have low rates of institional delivery and poor 
maternal health indicators. All the remaining states are considered high performing states. 
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Beedi workers in the unorganised sectors are eligible for availing benefits in the above-
mentioned schemes as per this Act. It is important to bear in mind that prior to the passing 
of the said act, beedi workers who belonged to BPL households were in any case eligible for 
the schemes. 

 
Other welfare schemes for tendu leaves collectors include scholarships for education of 

children on collectors, Pradhan Mantri Suraksha Bima Yojana for accidental death insurance, 
Atal Group Insurance Scheme for death of any member of the gatherers family, group 
insurance scheme in case of death or disability etc. (Chhatisgarh State Minor Forest Produce 
Trading and Development Cooperative Federation Ltd. 2016).  

 
The percentages of units and homeworkers in the unorganised sector availing health 

related schemes are higher than those availing education, maternity benefits, housing, 
recreation and group insurance (Table 5.12). 63.2% of homeworkers and 45% of units 
availed the health schemes in 1995. More than 50% of homeworkers benefited from the 
maternity benefits scheme. This is potentially owing to the large number of women who 
make beedis in their homes.  
 

Table 6.12: Percentage of units and home workers accessing facilities under the welfare schemes in 1995 

Schemes/facilities Percentage of units 
accessing facilities under 

scheme 

Percentage of homeworkers 
accessing facilities under the 

scheme 

Health 45 63.2 

Education 35.3 53.8 

Maternity benefits 25.5 53.4 

Housing 24.8 31.8 

Recreation 16.5 26 

Group insurance 15.8 21.2 
Source: Ministry of Labour cited in ILO 2003 

 
It has been established in the previous sections that majority of manufacturers have 

moved away from the organised sector to the unregistered and unorganised sector to 
avoid payment of benefits as the labour laws. Beedi rollers who form bulk of the workforce 
in the beedi industry are recruited through unorganised channels falling outside the ambit 
of labour welfare legislations. Further, the failure to issue ID cards deprives many of the 
benefits of the schemes. The absence of stringent and effective labour laws to regulate 
employee-employer relations in the beedi industry results in irregular or low wage 
payments, poor working conditions, absence of facilities and literally no access to welfare 
benefits.  

7. Beedi workers - Status and condition  

 
The official estimate of 48 lakh beedi workers in the country that was cited in the 

Parliament in response to a question in December 2015 regarding the population of beedi 
workers, actually dates back to 200623 (Tobacco Institute of India 2015: 16). The 2006 figure 
was shared in 2015 albeit this time it was broken-up state-wise (Table 6.1). West Bengal had 
16.5 lakhs beedi workers i.e. 34% of the total beedi workers in the country. Madhya Pradesh 
followed West Bengal, with 21.9% of the total workers. According to Indiastat.com, in 2013 
there were a total of 64.26 lakh beedi workers (Table 6.1). The states with the highest 

                                                           
23

 This figure of total beedi workers was provided in response to unstarred question no. 979 in the Rajya 
Sabha on 1 March 2006. 
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percentage share of workers were West Bengal (30.7%), Madhya Pradesh (23.34%) and 
Tamil Nadu (10.89%).   

 
Table 7.1: State wise number and percentage of beedi workers from different sources 

State No. of 
beedi workers* 

Percentage 
share 

No. of 
beedi 

workers**  

Percentag
e share 

Gujarat 42,008 0.9 50,000 0.78 

Rajasthan 42,813 0.9 50,000 0.78 

Uttar Pradesh 4,50,228 9.4 4,50,000 7.00 

Karnataka 2,44,412 5.1 2,45,691 3.82 

Odisha 1,57,753 3.3 2,24,486 3.49 

Andhra Pradesh & 
Telangana 

4,12,984 8.6 
4,58,000 

7.13 

Madhya Pradesh 10,54,652 21.9 15,00,000 23.34 

West Bengal 16,58,401 34.5 19,74,239 30.72 

Tripura 13,385 0.3 15,946 0.25 

Assam 9,154 0.2 7,725 0.12 

Kerala 32,032 0.7 93,942 1.46 

Maharashtra 1,88,550 3.9 2,56,000 3.98 

Bihar 2,93,916 6.1 2,61,000 4.06 

Chhatisgarh 18,757 0.4 25,000 0.39 

Tamil Nadu 79,905 1.7 7,00,000 10.89 

Jharkhand 1,13,408 2.4 1,14,000 1.77 

Total 48,12,358 100.0 64,26,029 100.0 
* Ministry of labour (2006) ** Indiastat.com (2013)   
Source: Tobacco Institute of India 2015 & Indiastat.com cited in Singh and Singh 2015 

 
Local level census has shown that the official figures of beedi workers were unreliable. 

For instance, a study carried out in different districts in Karnataka raised questions on the 
government records of the population of beedi workers in each district. The discrepancies in 
data were found to be vast (Table 6.2). In Tumkur district the difference between the state 
numbers and the study census was 8,136. The total number in the three districts according 
to the official figures was 9,213 while the census recorded a total of 22,769 beedi workers in 
the area. So, the data related to the number of beedi workers in the country is not only 
dated but also an underestimation. 

 
Table 7.2: Discrepancy in number of beedi workers in select districts in Karnataka 

District Government figures Study census figures Percentage difference 

Belgaum 1,916 3,053 59.3 

Mysore 7,159 11,442 59.8 

Tumkur 138 8,274 5895.7 

Total 9,213 22,769 147.1 
Source: Madheswaran et. al. 2006 

 
According to the ILO, the total number of workers required to roll beedis from 1907 lakh 

kgs of beedi tobacco (total production in 1997-98) was estimated to be 72 lakhs. This rough 
estimation assumed that [a] there was no wastage of tobacco and [b] the average worker 
rolled less than 1000 beedis per day or worked for less than 240 days a year. 72 lakhs was 
the ΨƳŀȄƛƳǳƳ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΩ that was calculated (ILO 2003: 39-40). The estimation 
in conjunction with data from local studies highlights the extent of underestimation of the 
number of beedi workers in the country. The underestimation of beedi workers in large 
parts has been attributed to under-reporting of number of employees in manufacturing 
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units in order to evade labour laws. Also, no systematic census of the total numbers of beedi 
workers in different forms of production systems has been undertaken in recent times. 

  
In this context, let us now steer towards an understanding of the status and living 

conditions of beedi workers in this industry. The socio-economic demography of beedi 
workers, conditions of their employment, occupational health hazards and other concerns 
are discussed in the subsequent sections. 

 

7.1. Socio-economic demography of beedi workers 

 
The 1998 NSSO data revealed that 78% of beedi workers resided in rural India (Table 

6.3). The percentage of women in the workforce was as high as 65%. Women also made up 
81% of the total number of household workers24 engaged in the industry. A total of 93% of 
the workers directly associated with the manufacturing process were household workers. Of 
this, 80% were female and 22% were children. 11% of the total workforce comprised 
children. Other studies also evince the active involvement of children in the manufacturing 
process (Gopal 1999).  

 
Table 7.3: Socio economic demography of beedi workers 

Particulars Percentage of total no. 
of workers 

Directly associated with 
manufacturing process 

Rural workers 78 - 

Female workers 65 80 

Household workers 46 93 

Female workers of total no. of 
household workers 

81 - 

Child workers 11 22 
Source: NSSO data cited in ILO 2003 

 
According to a 1995 Labour Bureau survey, Other Backward Classes (OBCs) accounted 

for nearly half of all beedi workers in the country (Table 6.4). 20% of beedi workers were 
Muslims, 17% were general caste Hindus and 15.2% were Scheduled Castes (SCs). Although 
latest statistics are not available, more recent studies show that women form a large 
percentage of the beedi workforce that predominantly comprises scheduled castes, 
backward classes and minority communities (Madheshwaran et. al. 2006). 

 
Table 7.4: Community-wise percentage of beedi workers 

Community Percentage 

SCs 15.2 

STs 3.3 

OBCs 43.3 

General castes 17.1 

Muslims 20.2 

Others 0.9 
Source: S K Das cited in Best Practices Foundation 2001 
 

The poor and landless make up a major proportion of the beedi workforce (ILO cited in 
Nandi et. al. 2014, ILO 2003). Gopal (1999) identified different categories of households in 
her study area in Tamil Nadu based on how the beedi work of the women contributed to the 

                                                           
24

 All workers belonging to the household of the proprietor or household of the partners, who work in or for the 
enterprise, are household workers. (NSSO cited in ILO 2003) 
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households or in other words ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōŜŜŘƛ ǿƻǊƪ ǿŀǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ vis-à-vis the work 
done by other members of the household. The categories identified included [a] households 
engaged in agriculture and big businesses where the women helped in accumulating 
incomes, [b] households engaged in small trades and petty businesses where the women 
helped in accumulating incomes, [c] households engaged in general and agricultural labour 
where the women ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ώŘϐ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ 
the sole earning members (Gopal 1999: 20).  

 
Data showed that 67% and 50% girls below the age of 15 years belonged to the 

categories of households whose women supported the household income and households 
whose women were the sole earning member, respectively. In the other two categories 
where women helped in accumulating incomes, the percentage of girls was much lower at 
31-33% (ibid.). DƻǇŀƭΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ women from all the above categories worked in 
the beedi industry. At the same time, the study revealed that women from wealthier 
households were more likely to have passbooks than women from poorer households. This 
ensured more security to the former as it increased their access to welfare benefits (ibid.).   

 
 Sex-disaggregated data of different types of work in beedi manufacturing factories 

revealed that men were involved in supervising, labelling, baking, helping, weighing or leaf 
distribution, driving, beedi rolling, sweeping and mixing (Table 6.5). WomenΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ 
in the process was mostly confined to rolling and labelling. Majority of the men were 
labellers or packers while majority of the women were rollers. The percentage of women 
working as supervisors and helpers was low at 0.6% and 0.2%, respectively. Highest 
proportion of the workforce was employed as rollers (52.5%) followed by labellers or 
packers (28.8%).   

 
Table 7.5: Type of work done by men & women in Beedi industry (only in factories) 

Type of work Men (%) Women (%) Total (%) 

Beedi 
checker/supervisor 

10.2 0.6 10.8 

Labeller/packer 20.2 8.6 28.8 

Baker 2.6 - 2.6 

Helper 3.9 0.2 4.1 

Weigher/leaf 
distributor 

0.6 - 0.6 

Driver 0.3 - 0.3 

Beedi roller 12 40.5 52.5 

Sweeper 0.1 - 0.1 

Tobacco 
distributor/mixer  

0.2 - 0.2 

Total 50.1 49.9 100 
Source: GoI cited in ILO 2003 

 
 

7.2. Conditions of employment ς working conditions, malpractices, coping 
mechanisms 

  Modalities of beedi work 

According to state-specific studies, 85% of workers were full-time beedi rollers and 
worked for 12-16 hours a day to roll 1000 beedis (Economic and Political Weekly 1974, 
Avachat 1978). Of the total 1000 beedis, an average of 50-100 beedis were rejected by the 
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supervisor or contractor ostensibly owing to poor quality (Economic and Political Weekly 
1974, Madheshwaran et. al. 2006). Studies revealed that beedis were rejected if they were 
the wrong size, made with poor quality leaves or were loose (Madheshwaran et. al. 2006). 
86% contractors admitted to either keeping or destroying the rejected beedis (ibid: 653). In 
some areas, rejected beedis were reportedly ǎƻƭŘ ŀǎ ΨǎŜŎƻƴŘǎΩ (EPW 1974, Madheshwaran 
et. al. 2006).  

 
In a study of the beedi industry in Karnataka, it was found that the average number of 

beedis rejected ranged from 49 to 70 for a total of 876 workers ς those who were 
registered, unregistered, in udaffi and in the contract system (table 6.6). The average 
number of beedis rolled in a week was in the range of 3411 to 5041. The average loss due to 
rejection in a week was Rs. 16.09. The average actual income from beedi rolling was Rs. 175. 
Importantly, the average income of workers in registered companies with IDs was the 
highest at Rs. 195 with 4822 beedis and that of workers in the contractual system without 
IDs was the lowest at Rs. 139 with 3876 beedi rolled. Workers in registered companies with 
valid IDs also had the least average number of beedis rejected whereas the highest was 
that of workers in unregistered companies without IDs. This implies that working in 
registered companies with ID cards protected the workers from arbitrary rejections and also, 
safeguarded their incomes to an extent.    

 
Table 7.6: Rejection of beedis, average loss and average beedi income in Karnataka (in one week) 

Criteria Avg. beedis 
rolled (Nos.) 

Avg. beedis 
rejected 
(Nos.) 

Avg. loss due 
to beedi 
rejection 

(INR) 

Avg. actual 
beedi 

income 
(INR) 

No. of 
workers 

Registered with ID 4822.27 49.82 17.38 195.87 251 

Registered w/o ID 4658.08 56.99 14.59 178.34 214 

Unregistered w/o ID 5041.57 70.68 16.87 164.77 156 

Udaffi 4631.27 62.95 16.57 172.59 142 

Contractor with ID 3411.70 56.27 14.55 144.66 47 

Contractor w/o ID 3876.67 65.82 14.21 139.67 66 

Total 4643.33 58.96 16.09 175.29 876 
Source: Madheswaran et. al. 2006 

 
Giving free beedis to manufacturers was a common practice reported in different parts 

of the country (Economic and Political Weekly 1974, Avachat 1978). In Sinnar in 
Maharashtra, in the early 70s, a worker was expected to provide 50 free beedis for every 
1000 that she was paid for, while in Nipani in Karnataka, the number of free beedis given 
was 20-25(Economic and Political Weekly 1974, Avachat 1978). So in total, a beedi worker 
was paid wages for roughly 950-975 beedis, excluding the rejections and free beedis.  

 
In case of poor quality leaves, the workers often replaced the leaves using their own 

money. There was no system of exchange of leaves with the beedi owners (Economic and 
Political Weekly 1974, 1981, ILO 2003). Contractors were known to threaten workers with 
dire consequences if they complained about the quality of leaves (NCW 2005: 6). 
Manufacturers also reportedly supplied lesser quantity of leaves than required to make 
1000 beedis. The deficit again was borne by the workers through their own pockets (ibid.).  

 
In Karnataka, workers preferred receiving regular work to welfare benefits and as a 

result worked with unregistered companies or contractors even if IDs were not issued to 
them (Madheswaran et. al 2006). Registered companies with a direct relationship with their 
workers were able to provide only four days of work while unregistered companies or 
contractors provided six days of work (ibid.). Yet, analysis of the wages received established 
that in a week workers employed in registered companies with IDs were the highest paid 
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in comparison to those working in udaffi relations, unregistered companies or with 
contractors (ibid.). Those working with contractors without IDs were the lowest paid and 
also suffered a high proportion of rejections (ibid.). In addition, the study results showed 
that the productivity of workers in registered companies, with or without IDs, was the 
highest at about 120 beedis produced per hour (ibid.).  

 
As seen in box 3.2, women beedi rollers usually sought help from members of their 

family, either young or old. Although rolling maybe carried out by the main worker, her 
assistant or helper may tie the beedi, cut the leaf, fold the ends of the beedi etc. (Gopal 
1999, Mohandas 1980). Payment for the helpers was variable depending on the agreement 
between the beedi rollers and the helpers (ibid.). It was found that children in the 
household were often engaged as helpers (ibid.). The involvement of children is prohibited 
as per labour laws, however as this lies largely in the domain of the home ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩǎ 
household or neighbourhood, regulation is nearly impossible. Helpers form a part of the 
beedi workforce that is excluded from government welfare schemes.  

 
Other malpractices identified in studies include: 

¶ Worker was charged a few beedis as compensation for electricity used for 
lighting purposes in case she stayed back in the factory to complete her quota 
(EPW 1981) 

¶ In some areas the workers purchased the thread and gum used for rolling beedis 
(EPW 1981, GoI cited in ILO 2003). 

¶ Workers in the unorganised sector did not receive basic work tools to make 
beedis (Mohondas and Kumar 1992) 

¶ Workers were charged for cards on which records of leave and tobacco provided 
were recorded (EPW 1981) 

¶ Records of leave, wages etc. was not regularly maintained by employers (GoI 
cited in ILO 2003) 

¶ Passbooks were not issued for home-based workers (Gopal 1999, GoI cited in 
ILO 2003) 

¶ Home-based workers were made to sign for higher wages than what was paid to 
them in Madhya Pradesh (NCW 2005) 

¶ Regular deductions of PF amount from wages did not eventually reach the 
workers (NCW 2005) 

¶ In the sale-purchase method of production documented in Karnataka and 
Gujarat, raw material was sold to the workers by the company and then, the 
finished product was purchased back from the workers. See box 6.1 for a report 
on how the system encouraged malpractices. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
ΨLƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ōǳȅǎ Ǌŀǿ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŦǊƻƳ Ψ/ƻƳǇŀƴȅ !ΩΣ 
while they ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ōŜŜŘƛǎ ǘƻ Ψ/ƻƳǇŀƴȅ .ΩΣ Ψ/ƻƳǇŀƴȅ /Ω ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ 
ǇŀŎƪŀƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ψ/ƻƳǇŀƴȅ 5Ω ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎΦ !ƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ άƻƴ 
ǇŀǇŜǊέ ƻƴƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ 
adopted so that the workers can be defined aǎ άƻǿƴ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ά ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 
employer-employee relationship cannot be established. This way the 
employers can evade the labour laws.Ω 
 
Source: Reported in public hearing organised by SEWA and National Commission for 
Women in 2005 

Box 7.1: Sale-purchase system in Gujarat 
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Investigations of contravention of laws or malpractices in the beedi industry by the 
labour department were generally seen as ineffective and time consuming (NCW 2005). 
According to workers, the fines levied were paltry and inspections were too few and far 
between (ibid.). 

 

Working conditions 

As per the Labour BureauΩǎ мффр ǎǳǊǾŜȅ, there were considerable lapses in the provision 
of basic facilities for workers in manufacturing units (ILO 2003). 11% of units did not provide 
drinking water to their workers (Table 6.7). Urinals and latrines were not available in 24% 
and 29% units respectively. An alarming 40% of units were devoid of any washing facilities 
for workers within their premises. Separate facilities for women were even harder to come 
by. Only 56% of the units had separate toilets for women while a mere 21% of units 
provided gender-segregated washing facilities.  

 
Table 7.7: Percentage of units providing different facilities and separate arrangement for women 

Type of facility Percentage of units providing 
facility 

Percentage of units making 
separate arrangements for 

women 

Drinking water 89 NA 

Urinal 76 56 

Latrines 71 40 

Washing 61 21 
Source: GoI cited in ILO 2003 

 
Nearly 40% of units reported less ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊΩǎ rest in beedi manufacturing units while 

among home-based workers there was no possibility of regulating the number of hours 
spent working without any rest (GoI cited in ILO 2003). Inadequate ventilation, poor lighting, 
overcrowding and dust were reported in 35% of the units (ibid.). The absence of crèche 
facilities was reported during a public hearing regarding the beedi industry organised by the 
National Commission for Women in 2003 (NCW 2005).  

 

Unionisation of workers 

Beedi workers in Kolkata were among the first to unionise in 1930s (Basu 1977). In the 
1990s, beedi trade unions operated in Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, 
Karnataka and West Bengal (ILO 2003). The passing of the Beedi and Cigar Workers Act was 
seen as a boost for unionisation among beedi workers (ibid.). This served as a warning sign 
for employers who in lieu of factories resorted to the contractual system and informal 
channels for recruitment purposes.  

 
One of the main concerns associated with beedi trade unions was the absence of local 

leadership (ibid.). Union leaders based in distant cities were unable to address the day-to-
day concerns of beedi workers based in villages. Additionally, organising of beedi workersΩ 
unions was difficult as most workers were home-based and spread across different 
locations (Best Practices Foundation 2001).  At the same time, unionisation was actively 
discouraged by manufacturers and the industry intermediaries (Gopal 1999). This strategy 
worked in the interest of the manufacturers and to the detriment of workersΩ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ, as it 
does not allow for solidarity and cooperation.     
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Trade unions with beedi workers as members include ς All India Beedi, Cigar and 
Tobacco Workers Federation within the All India Trade Union Congress (AITUC), Indian 
National Trade Union Congress (INTUC) and Centre for Indian Trade Unions (CITU). National 
trade unions associated with tendu leaf collectors are Hind Mazdoor Sangh and Bharat 
Mazdoor Sangh. SŜƭŦ 9ƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ό{EWA) organises women beedi 
workers in Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh (Best Practices Foundation 2001). 
 

Violence and security concerns 

 Workers were penalised if they unionised or were even socially connected with union 
members. Their work was drastically reduced as punishment for any affiliation with unions 
(Avachat 1978). Women were compelled to work two consecutive shifts and the evening 
shift till midnight which are both in contravention with the labour laws that disallow women 
working beyond evening and workers being forced to work consecutive shifts (Avachat 
1978). Late night work for women could potentially be unsafe depending on their context 
and the security measures in place. Having said that, it is also important to challenge the 
notion that women should not be in public spaces after certain hours. In Nipani, Karnataka 
the beedi barons ensured that no other industry or project took shape in the 1970s so they 
had complete control over the workers in the area (Avachat 1978). Cultivation of tobacco in 
the area also continued despite losses owing to the pressure of the tobacco barons (ibid.). 
Sexual exploitation of women workers and partners of male beedi rollers was reported in 
Nipani, Karnataka (Avachat 1978). 

 

Gender inequity ς discrimination against women 

A study in Tamil Nadu revealed that beedi work was deemed inferior, as it was largely 
ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΩ όDƻǇŀƭ нлллύΦ  Most of the home-based workers are women 
who roll beedis on a piece-rate basis within the confines of their homes. Studies conducted 
in beedi-producing villages uncovered several exploitative practices that hinged on womenΩǎ 
subordination in society and their vulnerabilities.  

 
The ILO 2003 report presented calculations based on data from ǘƘŜ [ŀōƻǳǊ .ǳǊŜŀǳΩǎ 

1995 study to show that women beedi workers had lower earnings than men workers 
despite an equal wage-rate (Table 6.8). Among workers who were directly employed by 
beedi companies, the difference in daily earnings among men and women for beedi 
checkers was 21%, for labellers it was 48%, for helpers it was 26% and for beedi rollers the 
difference was 27%. The discrimination against women did not end there. Data from the 
labour bureau showed that ƳŜƴΩǎ participation in better paying jobs was higher than 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ (ILO 2003: 22). For instance, as the daily earning of a helper was 10% 
higher than that of a beedi rollerΣ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƘŜƭǇŜǊǎ ǿŀǎ нл ǘƛƳŜǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ 
womenΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΦ As established above, studies have shown that a high proportion of 
women made up the beedi rollers workforce (see table 6.5).  

 
Table 7.8: Ratio of average daily earnings of women and men beedi workers among directly employed workers 

Type of work Ratio 

Beedi checker 0.79 

Labeller/packer 0.52 

Helper 0.74 

Beedi roller 0.73 
Source: ILO 2003 
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Studies have reported that ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ had poor bargaining power owing to their 

constant and real fear of loss of employment (Mohandas 1980, Gopal 1999, Saravanan 
2002, ILO 2003). There were instances of women workers who actively dissuaded labour 
officers from reporting any malpractices while on inspection in Tirunelveli in Tamil Nadu 
for fear of losing the work ǘƘŀǘ ΨƪŜŜǇǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊŜ ƛƴ όǘƘŜƛǊύ ƪƛǘŎƘŜƴ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎΩ όNCW 2005: 13). 
Similarly, on refusing to sign blank papers that were to be used as falsified records of wages, 
ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ Ǉŀǎǎōƻƻƪǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴŦƛǎŎŀǘŜŘ and were asked to leave the factory premises (ibid.). 
At the same time, ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎΩ systematically discouraged women from forming beedi 
collectives or union (Avachat 1978, Gopal 1999). The lack of unionisation or collectivism 
further punctures the workersΩ bargaining power. 

 
Gopal also identified the Ψpersonal relationshipsΩ between the middlemen and the 

women within the informal production system as a tool for sustaining the discrimination 
against women (1999:). Favouritism towards some women was based on their social 
standing within the community or the personal relation that they were able to build with the 
manager. If a worker failed to build friendly relations then she risked facing his ire. Gopal 
explained ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ Ψif he is annoyedΣ ƘŜ ƛǎ ǊǳǘƘƭŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ōǊŜŀƪǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜŜŘƛǎΩ (1999: 
17).  

 
Other exploitative practices with women workers included the non-issuance of 

passbooks or the issuance of chittai or unofficial notebooks for younger, older or disabled 
women (Gopal 1999). To avoid ǘƘŜ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƳŀǘŜǊƴƛǘȅ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΩ 
names were added to the passbooks and official records (ibid.). Women were also known to 
return to beedi work within days after delivery. In order to meet any deficits in leaves or 
beedis rolled, women often borrowed money at high interest rates (ILO 2003). Women 
usually borrowed from local moneylenders or beedi contractors. In an extreme case of 
indebtedness, a young girl committed suicide for fear of being beaten up by her mother for 
the debt she had accumulated over a period of time (Dharmalingam cited in NCW 2005). 
Studies have reported that there is considerable pressure to meet the quota of beedis and 
women workers often sacrifice their rest in order to meet the targets (Gopal 1999). Sexual 
exploitation of women workers and partners of male beedi rollers was reported in Nipani, 
Karnataka (Avachat 1978). 

 
 

7.3. Occupational health hazards 

Long-term exposure to tobacco and poor working conditions wreak havoc on the health 
of beedi workers. The presence of large quantities of tobacco in the house invariably puts 
all the members of the family at risk (Dharmalingam 1993, Gopal 2000 also see box 6.2). 
Women were seen to be breastfeeding their babies while rolling beedis and without 
washing their hands (Gopal 2000, Pande 2001). The pressure to meet beedi targets or to 
report to the units on time led to undue stress among girls and women (Gopal 2000, Pande 
2001). It was common for women to skip or delay their meals, work for long hours in the 
seated position and not take adequate rest (ibid.). Most women workers were seen to be 
burdened with household chores and care for children apart from working as beedi rollers 
(ibid). Older children supported the women by helping out in the chores and the beedi work. 
Women workers identified their symptoms or ailments stemming from beedi work as 
aches and pains, coughs, giddiness, stomach pains, burning of the eyes, leg pain, 
numbness in fingers, breathlessness, gas, spasmodic pains, piles, urinary burning, white 
discharge, palpitation, wheezing, fever, worry, joint pains and swelling (Gopal 2000, Pande 
2001). 

 



 

 42 

Numerous studies have identified the adverse health conditions commonly seen among 
beedi workers. Appearance of boils in the mouth, severe burning in the throat and 
discomfort in the stomach was reported among beedi workers in Tirunelveli in Tamil Nadu 
(Gopal 2000). A study conducted in 2014 in Uttar Pradesh among 214 beedi workers in the 
age group of 20-75 showed that 33.8 percent suffered from eye problems, 22.68 percent 
had respiratory problems, 48.05 percent experienced osteological problems, 29.68 percent 
had skin problems and 14.81 percent of workers suffered from headaches (Singh et. al. 
2014). In the same year, a research in Tamil Nadu reported reduction in lung functions 
among beedi workers (Kouser et. al. cited in Singh and Singh 2015). Cancer was seen in more 
than half the respondents in a study carried out in the year 2013 with 100 beedi workers in 
age group of 18 to 50 years in Andhra Pradesh (Nagalakshmi, T. and Sudhakar, A.  2013).  

 
The main disease groups identified are musculo-skeletal problems, gastrointestinal 

problems, respiratory disorders, neurological disorders, eye problems, skin diseases, 
gynaecological concerns, cytogenic problems and blood related concerns (table 6.9). See 
annexure 2 for percentage of disease incidence based on a review of published literature by 
Singh and Singh 2015. 

 
 

Table 7.9: Symptoms identified by beedi workers 

Disease groups Symptoms /Illness 

Musculo-skeletal or osteological problem Pain in shoulder, neck pain, knee pain, cramp, 
Swelling in limbs, Rheumatism, Posture 
problems, Muscular entropy, joint pains and 
swelling 

Gastrointestinal Abdomen pain, Acidity, Gastric, trouble, 
Vomiting, Diarrhea, Constipation 

Respiratory disorders Tuberculosis (TB), Chronic Bronchitis, Asthma, 
Breathlessness, Cough, Sneezing, Throat burning, 
Cold, Allergy, lung cancer, decreasing lung 
volumes 

Neurological Headache, Giddiness, Nausea 

Eye problems Eye watering, Eye burning, Poor vision, Eye pain, 
Double vision 

Skin diseases Rough skin, dermatitis, eczema, Thickening of 
skin, Skin cancer 

Gynecological Urinary burning, miscarriages 

Cytogenetic Mutations, DNA damage, Chromosomal 
aberrations, genotoxicity 

Blood related Reduction in RBC, WBC, platelet counts and 
Haemoglobin levels, anaemia 

Others Callosities, Nail discoloration, Loss of Appetite, 
Tiredness, fevers, Piles, white discharge, 
palpitation, wheezing, worry, Occupational 
stresses 

 Source:  Singh and Singh 2015 

 
Local studies have found beedi workers complaining that the work was tiring and painful 

(Buvaneswari and Sridevi 2008). Studies also revealed that 97% were unaware of the 
health hazards of tobacco and 81% were unaware that regular exposure to tobacco could 
lead to tuberculosis and cancer (Joshi et. al. 2013). In a study conducted in Mumbai, women 
beedi workers did not consider their work as a factor for the low birth weight of their babies 
(Sabale 2013). There was also a complete lack of awareness regarding safety measures to be 
followed while rolling beedis (ibid.). In Andhra Pradesh, none of the workers wore protective 
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clothing such as gloves, masks and socks (ibid.). Only 12.76% claimed to wear full shirts and 
pants or sheets to cover themselves while rolling beedis (ibid.).     

 
The loss of sleep, irregular working hours, back breaking monotonous work, poor 

nutrition, high stress levels and unhygienic working conditions leave the beedi workers 
susceptible to all kinds of diseases (Gopal 2000, Pande 2001). The legislations related to 
beedi workers do not adequately address these health concerns. Direct measures must be 
taken to deal with the health hazards experienced by beedi workers.  

 

 

8. Conclusion and recommendations 

  
Beedi production constitutes a sizeable portion of the tobacco smoking industry. It is 

clear from the above discussions that there is little regulation of this industry that benefits 
from incentives and exemptions on account of the large segment of the poor that it 
employs. The industry in its myriad forms, is misusing the exemptions and lack of regulation 
to exploit labour, under-report production and make unfair profit.  

 
In terms of consumption, beedi continues to be most commonly smoked tobacco 

product in the country, despite a more recent shift in favour of cigarettes. The production 
and supply of beedis is undeterred in the face of this shift witnessed especially among 
younger and illiterate men. Recent studies of production of beedis have not paid adequate 
attention to the production of the raw materials used viz. beedi tobacco and tendu leaves.   
The production of beedi tobacco is the highest among all other varieties of tobacco. Tobacco 
farmers consider beedi tobacco as a labour intensive crop with high returns on investment. 
There is a lack of incentives and schemes for beedi tobacco growers that the stat. Also, the 
tobacco industry does not pay much heed to beedi tobacco cultivators. Reliable and updated 
data related to tobacco cultivation and tendu leaves collection is not readily available. There 
is considerable variation in the tendu leaves collection data reported by states as different 
measurement units are used for data collection. Also, the collection wages for tendu leaves 
collectors has remained almost static with little improvement over the past two decades. 
The collection rate of tendu leaves, however, has increased exponentially over the same 
period.  

 
5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ōŜŜŘƛΩǎ ǎƛȊŜŀōƭŜ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ ǘƻōŀŎŎƻ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΣ ǘŀȄŀǘƛƻƴ 

on beedis has been relaxed over the years. Beedi companies are exempt from paying excise 
duty on their product if they produce less than 20 lakh beedis a year. Apart from the 
exemption, there is a difference in taxes levied on machine-made and hand-made beedis. 
The excise duty per 1000 machine-made beedis is Rs. 26 while on hand-made beedis is Rs. 
14. The distinction has no impact on tax revenue as the market is dominated by hand-made 
beedis. The small producer exemption makes room for many producers who have made 

When a 40 years old beedi worker was being interviewed, the baby in her lap started crying for no 
apparent reason; the mother tried to put the baby to her breast thinking that it was hungry; the 
baby s till continued crying with no interest in breast milk. The mother beat the child to stop its 
crying but it did not desist. After pausing for a few moments and watching the face of the crying 
child, the mother realisŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀōȅΩǎ ƳƻǳǘƘΤ ǎƘŜ Ǉǳǘ ŀ ŦƛƴƎŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ 
its mouth and took out two small pieces of tobacco. 

 
Source: Dharmalingam 1993 

Box 7.2: Health hazards for all in the household 
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false declarations to fall through the cracks without paying due taxes. It is yet to be seen 
whether the proposed GST would change the taxation on beedis.  

 
Most legislations and welfare schemes for beedi workers are applicable only to 

registered companies and workers can benefit as long as they have valid IDs. There is also 
considerable underreporting of workers by companies to avoid providing statutory benefits. 
Companies also shift from factory-based production to home-based production through 
contractors to circumvent labour laws. There are fewer safety measures for workers in 
unregistered companies. Data related to the implementation of all the welfare schemes is 
not readily available.  At present, serious gaps exist in information regarding the industry, 
the number of workers employed, forms of operational units, production and consumption 
levels, etc. 

 
Beedi workers are among the worst paid workers across industries. The welfare benefits 

received are marginal, especially in the case of workers in unregistered manufacturing units 
or in the contractual system without ID cards. Unregistered companies are not legally bound 
to provide any social security benefits to their workers. Studies have clearly shown several 
malpractices and tactics employed by companies and contractors to exploit beedi workers. 
.ŜŜŘƛ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƭives are riddled with poor working conditions, violence and security 
concerns along with discrimination against women. There is also much resistance from 
companies and their operatives towards unionisation of workers. Long-term exposure to 
tobacco and poor working conditions wreak havoc on the health of beedi workers. Workers 
are seen to have a wide range of adverse health conditions owing to beedi related work.    

 
In this context, recommendations for further evidence building are:  

¶ There is a need to address the dearth of research related to tobacco cultivators 
and tendu leaves collectors. Annual data related to production and cultivation 
should be made available. 

¶ Annual data related to implementation of all welfare schemes should be made 
readily available. 

¶ Census of all beedi-manufacturing units whether small or big, registered or 
unregistered should be undertaken to build a comprehensive database that 
would provide all information related to units, workers, contractors etc. 

¶ Research on alternative livelihoods for beedi workers should be undertaken. 

¶ Research on awareness of beedi workers regarding statutory benefits under 
different welfare schemes should be carried out.  

 
The key advocacy concerns are: 

¶ The concerns of tendu leaves collectors and tobacco cultivators should be 
understood and highlighted as a part of the welfare concerns of beedi workers 
on the whole. For instance, the collection wage for tendu leaves collectors must 
be increased for the welfare of the collectors. 

¶ Strict implementation of all industry related legislations should be ensured in 
order to improve working conditions, provide welfare benefits, regulate 
production systems etc. 

¶ Registration of all beedi companies should be done immediately. 

¶ Valid IDs should be provided to all beedi workers, regardless of the type of 
worker-company relation and the nature of company or engagement, 

¶ A review of the taxation policy must be carried out to reconsider exemption to 
companies making less than 20 lakh beedis a year, difference between tax-
levied on hand-made beedis and machine made beedis etc. 
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¶ Health conditions commonly seen among beedi workers should be treated 
without any charge in government and private health facilities. The treatment 
for these conditions need not be subject to any insurance cover.   

¶ Setting of a national wage rate would ensure uniformity across the country and 
prevent of shifting of units from one state to another. 

¶ Alternative livelihoods for beedi workers should be identified based on local 
context. Beedi making is hazardous and housed within an overly oppressive and 
exploitative system. Beedi workers should be provided livelihoods that pose no 
health risks and allow them to lead a life of dignity.  

¶ There should be nation-wide efforts to organise beedi worker for these 
demands. 
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Annexure 1: List of schemes under the BWWF 

 
Health Static-cum mobile/static allopathic and static ayurvedic dispensaries 

Scheme for reservation of beds in TB hospitals 

Scheme for domiciliary treatment of bidi workers suffering from TB 

Scheme for treatment of bidi workers suffering from cancer 

Scheme for treatment of bidi workers suffering from mental diseases 

Scheme for treatment of bidi workers (including homeworkers 
(gharkhata) suffering from leprosy 

Grant of financial assistance to bidi workers for purchase of spectacles 

Maternity benefit scheme for female bidi workers 

Scheme for payment of monetary compensation for sterilization to bidi 
workers 

Reimbursement of expenditure as financial assistance to bidi workers in 
respect of heart diseases 

Reimbursement of expenditure as financial assistance to bidi workers in 
respect of kidney transplantation 

Social security Group Insurance Scheme 

Housing Build Your Own House Scheme 

Housing scheme for economically weaker sections of bidi workers. 

Grant of subsidy to cooperative societies of the bidi industry for 
construction of worksheds and godowns 

Group Housing Scheme 

Education Award of scholarships to the children of bidi workers (including 
homeworkers) 

Composite scheme for financial assistance to the schoolchildren of bidi 
workers for supply of one set of dress, slates, notebooks and textbooks 

Payment of incentives on passing final university/board examinations 
from high school onwards 

Scheme to provide incentive/financial assistance of 1 rupee to female 
children of bidi workers, on the basis of attendance in schools 

Recreation Establishing of audio-visual sets/(cinema vans)/exhibition of films 

Organising sports, games, social and cultural activities for bidi workers 

Holiday home scheme for bidi workers 

tǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ¢± ǎŜǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōƛŘƛ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎ 

Providing colour TV sets for community halls in housing colonies for bidi 
workers 

Source: ILO 2003: 124 
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Annexure 2: Major occupational health hazards among beedi workers based on 
existing literature  

 

 
Source: Singh & Singh 2015 
 
 
 
 


