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Celebrating the women in the tea industry

Maintaining and improving the gender balance and gender equality also
requires ongoing effort throughout our supply chain. The women who pick
the leaves that are processed into our daily cup of tea face significant
challenges. Many work long hours in difficult conditions, exposed to extreme
weather conditions. They carry heavy baskets of tea leaves for hours, often
earning wages that barely sustain their families. Access to healthcare,
childcare, and education for their children is often limited. In some cases,
they face job insecurity, harassment, and few opportunities for career
advancement.

March 8th marks International Women’s Day, a moment to consciously
celebrate the women who dedicate their skills, time, and energy to the tea
industry—something we should do more often, but especially on this day!

Because tea leaves would never reach our cups without tea pickers, most of
whom are women. To harvest the amount of tea Van Rees purchases in a
single year, more than 13,000 people would need to work full-time for an
entire year. In most tea-growing countries, this work is done by hand—
primarily by women. Their contribution is essential to the global tea industry.

On this International Women'’s Day, let’s reaffirm our commitment to
empowering women in our supply chains while working toward a more
balanced and inclusive workplace, and jointly recognize and cheer the
women in our industry—from the tea fields to our offices.

At Van Rees, women play a vital role across our global operations,
representing one-third of our workforce. From logistics and finance to quality
control, sustainability, and trading, their expertise and dedication help drive
our success. We believe that diversity enhances our company, as both
women and men bring unique qualities to the workplace. Maintaining and
improving the gender balance—especially in leadership positions—remains a
key focus for us.

Van Rees Group supports Ufulu

VAN REES

Personal hygiene is essential for both health and well-being. Yet, many women
and girls working on tea estates cannot afford sanitary products and have only
ever relied on cloth rags during their periods. This often forces women to miss
work—Ilosing vital income—while girls are unable to attend school.

Using cloth rags can lead to persistent rashes, infections, and discomfort. Many
women and girls live with the constant worry of odors, leaks, and visible stains on
their clothing, adding to both physical and emotional distress.

At Van Rees Group, we are proud to support the Ufulu, a not-for-profit
organization providing women in Malawi with menstrual cups and training on
how to use them. So far, Ufulu has distributed over 24,000 menstrual cups at,
around and far beyond tea estates and continues to expand its reach. This
initiative has led to fewer missed workdays, and — most importantly — more
income and less discomfort and improved health for the women involved.

Visit www.ufulu.org for more information and to make your own donation!
A donation of £10 (or $13) equips one woman or girl with a menstrual cup kit,
providing 10 years of reliable menstrual care.

... that two women, Roberta C. Lawson and Mary
Molaren, were ahead of their time when it came
to convenient tea brewing? In 1901, they filed a
patent in the US for a ‘tea-leaf holder,” a clever
invention designed to make steeping loose tea
easier. This happened several years before
Thomas Sullivan’s tea bags became popular, who
is considered to be the inventor of single-use
teabags

... that tea became a fashionable and highly
sought-after beverage in Europe thanks to
influential women at royal courts? Catherine
of Braganza, a Portuguese princess who
became Queen of England in the 1600s,
helped popularize tea drinking among the
English aristocracy. Later, in the 1700s,
Madame de Pompadour, the influential
mistress of King Louis XV of France, also
embraced tea culture, further solidifying its
association with elegance and sophistication.

Did you know...

... that tea rooms played a crucial role in the
women's rights movement in the 19th and early
20th centuries? In many countries across Europe and
the United States, tea rooms became safe spaces for
suffragettes to meet, organize, and discuss
strategies for securing the right to vote.

... that in the 19th century, Lydia Pinkham became
a household name with her herbal infusion
designed to relieve menstrual discomfort and
menopause symptoms. Her "Vegetable

... that in the 1920s, a British female scientist named
Muriel Bristol claimed she could distinguish whether
milk was added to tea first or vice versa. This led to

the famous “Lady Tasting Tea” experiment designed
by statistician Ronald A. Fisher to test her ability,
which became foundational in the field of statistics.

Compound," made from a blend of roots and
herbs like black cohosh and licorice, was marketed
as a natural remedy for women’s health.


http://www.ufulu.org/
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On International Women's Day, we highlight the vital role of women in the
tea industry. Despite their significant contributions to producing the
beverage that many of us drink on daily basis, many women remain in
vulnerable positions due to unequal working conditions, health risks, and
limited career opportunities. Their essential work sustains the tea industry,
yet they often lack the rights and recognition they deserve. Addressing these
issues is not just about fairness but also about fostering a more sustainable
and ethical tea supply chain.

Gender inequality and labor conditions

Women generally make up more than half of the plantation workforce in
many tea growing countries. Many work as casual laborers, lacking job
security and benefits, which reinforces economic disparity. Without access to
stable employment, these women face ongoing financial hardship, making it
difficult to support their families and improve their quality of life. Efforts to
ensure equal pay and career advancement opportunities remain limited,
further deepening gender inequity in the industry.

Health and social challenges

Access to healthcare is a major issue, particularly for pregnant women,
leading to high maternal mortality rates. The remote locations of many tea
estates make it difficult to access essential medical services, worsening
health outcomes for female workers. Long hours spent bending and carrying
heavy loads take a physical toll, and without proper medical support, many
women continue working through illness or injury out of necessity.

@ Want to dive deeper?

Women'’s challenges in the tea industry

Underrepresentation in leadership

Women are significantly underrepresented in managerial roles. Cultural and
systemic barriers limit their career progression, keeping them in field roles
with little opportunity for advancement. Traditional gender norms often
dictate that leadership positions are reserved for men, restricting women’s
ability to rise within the industry. Encouraging female leadership through
mentorship programs, education, and policy changes could open doors for a
more diverse and equitable workplace.

Socio-economic impact

Low literacy rates among women in tea communities restrict their access to
better job opportunities, perpetuating cycles of poverty. With low wages and
few alternative employment options, many women remain trapped in
exploitative working conditions. This cycle often continues for generations,
as limited educational opportunities prevent daughters of tea workers from
pursuing different career paths. Economic dependency on the tea industry
leaves many women with no choice but to accept poor working conditions,
reinforcing a cycle of hardship that is difficult to break without systemic
change.

Equal opportunities for all start with awareness. This International
Women'’s Day, let’s advocate for a future where the women behind our tea
are valued and empowered equally to the men. A fairer, more inclusive tea
industry benefits everyone, creating a stronger and more resilient supply
chain.

A factsheet by the Ethical Tea Partnership (ETP) with statistics on women in the
tea plantation industry: https://etp-global.org/resources/women-in-tea-

factsheet/

An extensive briefing paper by THIRST and Women Working Worldwide on risk
factors for gender-based violence and harassment in the tea sector:
https://thirst.international/2023/09/18/risk-factors-for-gender-based-violence-
in-the-tea-sector/

An overview of seven Women’s Empowerment Principles to advance gender
equality in the workplace, established by UNW Women and UN Global Impact:
https://www.weps.org/about

Website of The International Alliance for Women in Tea (IAWT), still in
development: https://womenoftea.org/

The UN Secretary-General’s review of global progress on gender equality, 30
years on from the 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.
(https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2025/03/womens-
rights-in-review-30-years-after-Beijing)

Diversity & Inclusion Policy Quote of the day
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We value an organization with access to equal “I raise up my voice —not so | can
opportunities for its employees without
distinction to race, color, gender, sexual
orientation, national origin, age, disability, or
any other type of behavior that is hostile,
disrespectful, abusive and/or humiliating.
Read more in the Diversity & Inclusion Policy
we follow as part of the Acomo Group.

shout, but so those without a voice

The royalty in tea

can be heard... we cannot succeed

when half of us are held back”
Visit our website

for more info:
WWwWw.vanrees.com

- Malala Yousafzai
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