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Tea to get hotter with national drink tag?

Amit Bhattacharya | Tnn

xewnensnenotcon. INDLA'S CUP OF JOY

mon drink in the country after
water. So what added benefits
can a ‘national drink’ status
bringto tea, especially since it
is unlikely to be accompanied
with special incentives or tax
breaks? Plenty, say tea indus-
try insiders and experts.

Last week, Planning Com-
mission deputy chairman
Montek Singh Ahluwalia
said thegovernment was con-
sidering making tea India’s
national drink. The announ-
cement, he said, was likely to
bemadenextyear. The debate
ithastriggered — with Amul
making a pitch in favour of
milk —isn’t a storm in a tea-
cup. The status is likely to
bring lasting paybacks to the
tea industry, feel insiders. “In
terms of consumption, tea is
already India’s national dri-
nk,” says S K Jain, managing
director of LMJ Internation-
al, tea exporters. “But getting
a formal tag will help us build
teaintoa bigger brand.”

AsIndia’s national drink,
Jain said tea would get more
prominence in the govern-
ment’s promotional activit-
ies and functions, strength-
ening the beverage’s associa-
tion with India in global
markets. “The tag will defi-
nitely boost domestic dema-
nd for tea,” says Indian Tea
Board chairman M G VK Bh-
anu. “It would also fetch long
term benefits, as the govern-
ment is likely to give priority
toaddressing its problems.”

Bhanu added that such
recognition will help the boa-
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variety. It's the only tea
with a geographical
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rd promote Indian tea as a
healthdrink, focusing on “sc
ientific data that says that bl-
ack tea is just as beneficial as
green tea”. Montek’s state-
ment comes at a feel-good
time for the industry. “The in-
dustryhasovercomeaperiod

of slump. Demand is up and
so are wages for workers this
year,” says Alok Chakrabor-
ty, secretary of trade union
INTUC’s West Bengal unit
and member of the teaboard.

However, the industry
stillhasto contend with prob-

lems of tapering growth. Wi-
thlandnolongeravailable for
expanding production, Ind-
ia’steaoutput hasstagnated.

Bhanu says the board has
adopted a two-pronged plan.
The first strategy is to enco-
urage small growers to plant

tea — a scheme that has s-
hown good results in Assam.
The second is to replant old
gardens for which the gov-
ernment providesa subsidy.
Thetagwill bring sharper
focus to meeting these chal-
lenges, he says.



