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Executive summary

China's spring tea is picked by hand, to a standard no machine can meet, by a

workforce that is mostly female, mostly over fifty, mostly migrant, and almost entirely

uninsured. This paper describes that workforce, sets out the gap between the

protection Chinese law offers and the protection these women actually receive,

compares how other countries treat comparable seasonal and ageing workers, and

proposes five measures that county governments, cooperatives and tea companies can

adopt within one harvest cycle.

What the evidence shows. A Ministry of Agriculture survey counted about 33 million tea pickers in China.3 In

Zhejiang, which needed 1.58 million pickers in 2022, fewer than 3 percent of pickers are under 35 and 80

percent come from other provinces; one West Lake cohort averaged 58 years old, and Nanjing's pickers

average about 55.5 6 11 Migrant pickers in Zhejiang earned 180 to 200 yuan a day in 2025 for shifts of twelve

hours or more, which a peer-reviewed study computes at 12.5 to 16.5 yuan an hour, below the provincial

minimum wage; the season is 15 to 40 days, and in 2025 a drought and a heat spike cut some pickers'

earnings from over 5,000 yuan to about 2,000.7 14 Pickers hired by farming households fall outside the

regulations that provide employment injury insurance, and a Henan court has said so in terms; in Xinyang a

2025 scheme insured about 70,000 pickers in a city that estimates it needs 1.5 million at peak.36 41 24 9 The

resident pension pays roughly a tenth of a rural living; resident medical insurance paid 66 percent of in-list

hospital costs in 2025.26 27

What the fieldwork adds. Over one harvest in Yixing, Jiangsu, the author filmed and interviewed pickers, a

labor broker and a garden owner. The film records how leaf is graded and paid for, how pay tickets are kept,

who brings the pickers in, where they sleep, and what the women say about the work when the camera is still

running.1 Those observations are reported in Section 3 and used throughout.

What we propose. (1) Seasonal employment insurance bought per registered picker for the harvest window;

(2) collective contracts through women's picker associations, with day rates and payment dates posted at the

collection point; (3) mobile clinics and check-up stations in tea districts during the harvest; (4) an annual

labor scorecard published by retailers and brands; (5) recognition of seasonal women tea workers in labor

statistics and in cultural heritage programs, with their representatives at the table when harvest-season

policy is written.



1 Introduction: the overlooked laborers

Across China's countryside lives a largely invisible cohort of women aged roughly 55 to 70. They

rarely appear in labor statistics and are seldom covered by social protection, yet each year they

shoulder the heaviest seasonal tasks of the farm calendar: tea and mulberry in spring, fruit

thinning and weeding in summer, rice in autumn, seedlings and sorting in winter.

This paper is about the spring task, tea picking, because it is the most visible, the most skilled and the best

paid of the four, and because it is the one where the gap between the value of the work and the protection of

the worker is easiest to see. Premium Chinese green tea is picked to a standard that machines cannot meet:

one bud and one leaf, pinched off whole, tens of thousands of times a day, in a window of a few weeks when

the leaf is at its best. The people who do this work are, overwhelmingly, older rural women. They travel to the

tea hills from inland provinces, sleep in sheds and tents beside the gardens, are paid by the jin at a weigh-in,

and go home when the season ends with the money they have earned and nothing else.

Their situation is not an accident of one industry. It is the product of three larger movements in rural China:

the departure of younger people and of men for city work, which has left agriculture to older women; the

persistence of an urban-rural divide in social insurance; and the growth of a short-term, informal, piece-rate

labor market in high-value crops. Tea picking sits at the intersection of all three. What happens to women tea

pickers therefore says something about what happens to several tens of millions of rural women who follow

the harvest from crop to crop.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 describes the field site and method. Section 3 reports what one

harvest in Yixing looks like from the ground, as recorded in the author's documentary. Section 4 assembles

the published evidence on who picks China's tea, what they are paid and what the work does to them.

Section 5 sets out the structure of Chinese social protection as it applies to older, rural, female, seasonal

workers, and shows where it stops short. Section 6 compares the treatment of comparable workers in Korea,

Japan, Europe and the certified-tea system. Section 7 presents five recommendations. Section 8 concludes.



2 Field site and method

The field material in this paper comes from one spring harvest in Yixing (宜兴), a tea-growing county-level city

in southern Jiangsu, on the western shore of Lake Tai. Yixing produces green tea for the Yangtze delta market

and draws seasonal pickers each spring from inland counties. The author spent the harvest with a group of

migrant pickers, the labor broker who had brought them in, and the family that owned the garden and the

small processing factory they picked for.

The material was recorded on video and edited into a 28-minute documentary, The Weight of Tea (苦与香),

released in September 2026 with Chinese and English subtitles.1 The film is the primary source for Section 3.

Where this paper quotes a picker, the words are her own as subtitled in the film, and the timestamp is given

so that the reader can check them. The film was made as a nonprofit student project. Participants were told

what the footage was for and agreed to be filmed. No one is named in this paper. Statements that touch on a

woman's private circumstances rather than on the work itself have been left out of the paper even where they

appear in the film.

The field material is qualitative and comes from a single site in a single season. It cannot by itself say how

typical Yixing is. Its value is different: it shows, concretely, the mechanisms that the statistics in Section 4

describe in aggregate, including how grading decides pay, how pay is held and settled, how pickers are

recruited, and what a day and a night in the season look like. Where the two kinds of evidence point the same

way, as they do throughout, the reader can have more confidence in both.

A note on the first edition

The first edition of this paper, published in September 2025, was an eight-page brief written from the author's

early field notes. This second edition keeps its structure and its argument, replaces its general statements

with sourced figures, adds the documentary as a body of evidence, and expands the comparative and policy

sections. Where the first edition gave a daily wage range of 100 to 300 yuan, this edition reports the published

2023 to 2025 figures by province and the piece rates observed in the field.



3 One harvest in Yixing: what the film records

The film follows a harvest from the first frying lesson to the last weigh-in of a day. The observations below are

grouped by the mechanism they illustrate. Timestamps refer to the published cut.1

3.1 The standard: one bud, one leaf

The leaf is picked to a fixed specification, and the specification is enforced at the collection point. A picker is

told that the factory "requires picking one bud and one leaf," that she must trim off a bit of the stem, and that

"even if you take a bit too much of the stem, they'll scold you" (21:59). The owner's family goes through a

basket twice at the collection point and still finds the leaf too long: "If we don't sort them, they're grade two"

(03:10). The same scene supplies the plainest statement of the pay rule in the film, spoken to a picker by the

person grading her leaf: "If you don't pick well, you won't get paid, you know?"

Figure 1. The weigh-in: a basket of fresh leaf is tipped into the

basin to be graded. Still from The Weight of Tea.

Figure 2. The calculator and the ledger at the collection point.

Each picker's deliveries are totalled here. Still from The Weight

of Tea.

Observation: grading decides pay, and the grader is the buyer

Grade is assigned by the garden at the moment of weighing. A basket judged "grade two" is paid at a lower

rate, and the decision is not appealable in practice. The picker's day is therefore priced by the party that

pays her, against a standard she cannot verify. (03:10 to 04:49)

3.2 The calculator and the pay tickets

Pay is computed at the weigh-in. A basket is weighed ("four jin five liang"), the picker's number is noted

("number 40, we've marked it"), and the family warns that leaf not trimmed in the morning will be

downgraded in the afternoon (03:43 to 04:21). Each picker's totals go into a ledger beside a calculator. The

film shows the running sum being keyed in by hand (04:08).

The settlement arrangement differs for locals and migrants. Local households "settle by ticket": each delivery

produces a ticket that is later redeemed. Migrant pickers are paid in one lump on the day they leave, and the

foreman takes a headcount every night (05:42 to 06:20). The owner explains the custody of the tickets this



way: "First, it's difficult to do it daily; second, it's risky for them to keep the tickets themselves; we total

everything and pack it up, safe, right?" (approx. 06:00).

Observation: the record of what a woman is owed is held by the person who owes it

The pay tickets, the ledger and the calculator all sit with the garden. A migrant picker leaves at the end of

the season with a lump sum computed from records she has not kept and may not be able to read. The

arrangement is presented as being for her protection, and may well be, but it leaves her with no

independent proof of her earnings and no leverage if the sum is disputed. (03:43 to 06:20)

3.3 The broker

The pickers did not find the garden themselves. A woman who describes herself as "the one who brings

people in" has done it for twenty years. She was a picker first, "in Liyang for a few years, then in Yixing for

more than ten years." The work is "one month a year, just one month." The owners contact her, and she finds

people for them (16:03 to 16:39).

Observation: recruitment runs through a single intermediary, on trust

The broker is the pickers' only link to the garden and the garden's only link to the pickers. She negotiates

nothing in writing. The arrangement is stable because it is personal and repeated, which is also what makes

it impossible to audit. (16:03 to 16:39)

3.4 The day

Work starts at six "because that is when it gets light"; morning leaf carries dew and picks more easily, and the

garden still checks it for stray bits (18:07). Another picker says she has to get up at 4:30 and that the tea she is

picking pays "thirty" a jin (21:59). Dinner for one woman is "a handful of rice a day" with a little cured meat.

She has no pot. Others have pots and will not lend them, "though they're all from the same village" (11:53 to

12:25).

The frying lesson that opens the film explains why the processing side of the work is also skilled: the tea

master works the hot wok by feel, with no hand cream, no perfume and no gloves, judging the temperature

by touch (00:46 to 01:18, 02:19 to 02:54). Picking and frying are both crafts. Neither is paid as one.



Figure 3. The frying lesson: leaf worked by hand in a hot wok,

temperature judged by touch.

Figure 4. Evening in the workers' shed. Pickers cook for

themselves on whatever they have brought.

3.5 Where they sleep

The housing recorded in the film ranges from a workers' shed to a tent. One picker shows her shelter: "not a

house but a tent and a work shed, a pull-up shelter you can see straight through. When it rains, the rain and

the wind come in" (22:24). Another group has been coming to the same factory for more than ten years. They

used to sleep in the owner's villa; the villa has become a homestay for tourists, so they are now in a temporary

shed put up beside it (23:38 to 24:12).

Observation: housing follows the garden's other uses of its buildings

There is no standard for picker housing in the places the film records. When a building finds a more

profitable use, the pickers move to whatever is left. (22:24 to 24:12)

Figure 5. The temporary tent area beside the gardens. Figure 6. Inside a workers' shed at the end of the day.

3.6 Why they come

The women's own account of why they do the work is the most important thing the film records. One has

picked for seven years; she stayed home while her grandson was small, and now her granddaughter is going

to university in Huangshan (11:15). Another has no tea fields of her own; the money "goes to the

grandchildren" (16:49). Some of the oldest pickers are retired, and their adult children did not want them

working; they came anyway, to ease the burden on a son (18:58). One, asked whether she would not rather

enjoy life at home, answers: "Enjoy what? Our generation doesn't enjoy life. We've suffered all our lives. If you

don't work, where does the food come from?" (20:54).



Observation: the season is a transfer to the next generation

In every account the film records, the money leaves the picker's hands: for a grandchild's schooling, a son's

burden, a household's food. The picker herself is the last claimant on her own wage. (11:15, 16:49, 18:58, 20:54)



4 Who picks China's tea: the published evidence

China is the world's largest tea producer, and the premium green tea that commands its highest

prices is still picked by hand. This section assembles what official statistics, provincial agriculture

departments, local governments, insurers, courts and peer-reviewed research say about the

people who do that work: how many there are, where they come from, what they are paid, how

long the season lasts and what it does to them. Where a widely circulated figure could not be

traced to a primary source, it is not used.

4.1 The industry

In 2024 China had 52.4 million mu of tea gardens, about 3.5 million hectares, of which 47.6 million mu were in

harvest. Output of crude tea was 3.50 million tonnes, up 4.8 percent on the year, while farm-gate output value

fell 2.4 percent to 321.8 billion yuan.2 Output rose and value fell, so the value of each kilogram of leaf

dropped; that is the squeeze inside which picker wages are set. Green tea, the hand-picked spring-flush

category, was 59 percent of volume and 63 percent of value.2 Exports were 374,100 tonnes worth US$1.42

billion, down 18.4 percent in value.2

The only national headcount of pickers from an official body dates from 2020: a Ministry of Agriculture and

Rural Affairs survey, reported by China News Service, counted over 70 million people working in tea, including

about 26 million tea farmers, about 33 million tea pickers and more than 11 million in processing and

distribution.3 Other estimates differ, and the figure includes anyone who picks, not only seasonal migrants;

but it establishes the order of magnitude. Tea picking is one of the largest seasonal occupations in the

country.

Machines have not replaced the hand. A 2026 engineering review states that bulk tea is harvested

mechanically but premium tea "still relies mainly on hand-picking," and that picking robots remain at the

prototype and demonstration stage with costs still above human labour.4 A 2022 field report put the gap

simply: a robot needed three seconds per bud, a skilled picker took two buds a second.5

4.2 How many, and from where

The provincial figures are large. In 2022 the Zhejiang Department of Agriculture and Rural Affairs said the

province needed 1.584 million pickers and was 145,000 short.5 Provincial data reported in 2025 show that

under 3 percent of Zhejiang's pickers are under 35 and that 80 percent are cross-province migrants; in the

West Lake core zone the shortfall reached 30 percent and the average age of one picking cohort was 58.6 Sixth

Tone reported that Zhejiang draws in more than 800,000 seasonal workers each spring, "most of them older

women from inland provinces like Anhui, Jiangxi, and Henan."7 Anji county alone takes in over 200,000

outside pickers a year.8 Xinyang, in Henan, estimated in 2020 that it needed about 1.5 million pickers at peak,

of whom about 500,000 had to be brought in from outside; about 300,000 were recruited each year through

fixed channels.9 10 Nanjing's gardens employ nearly 30,000 pickers each spring, almost half from outside the

city, "generally women, average age about 55, the oldest 70."11



These pickers are largely invisible in national labour statistics. The National Bureau of Statistics counts a

migrant worker as someone in local non-farm work or away from home for six months or more, so a three-to-

six-week picking job is not captured; the 2024 survey found only 0.7 percent of China's 299.7 million migrant

workers in the primary sector.12 The last agricultural census, in 2016, found women to be 47.5 percent of the

314 million people engaged in agricultural production, and a third of that workforce aged 55 or over.13 A 2025

study in the Collection of Women's Studies finds that family tea gardens in the Dabie Mountains are

"increasingly run by women," with women aged 45 to 65 left behind as men migrate; the men earn around

40,000 yuan a year away, the women 5,000 to 10,000 from farming and picking.14

How many pick tea

people

Tea pickers, national
MARA survey, 2020, all pickers

33,000,000

Pickers needed, Zhejiang
provincial department, 2022

1,584,000

Seasonal workers arriving, Zhejiang
Sixth Tone, 2025

800,000

Pickers needed at peak, Xinyang
municipal estimate, 2020

1,500,000

Outside pickers, Anji county
2025

200,000

Pickers, Nanjing
2025

30,000

Bars are to scale; the national figure includes everyone who picks, not only seasonal migrants.

Figure 9. Seasonal tea pickers: the scale, by place and year. Each figure is from the body named; they are not strictly comparable

and are shown to give the order of magnitude. Sources: refs. 3 5 7 9 8 11

4.3 Recruitment: the broker

Much of the workforce is hired through intermediaries. In Anji, "besides direct contracts, many are hired

through intermediaries," and the county court found that 90 percent of local tea labour disputes stemmed

from unclear terms: unclear employer, unclear pay, missing insurance.8 In Songyang, Zhejiang, in 2018 the

broker fee per picker reached 900 yuan, covering inbound travel and insurance; the guaranteed minimum was

about 120 yuan a day, and pickers were paid only after a full month, "those who leave early get nothing";

nearly ten licensed brokers operated in one town, plus unlicensed ones.15 A 2026 Caixin report follows a team

leader from Hebei whose group shrank from over 80 women to 34 in a year; an upstream broker in Henan

sends the bus, and the brokers' walls advertise for "older workers: tea, goji, chili," so that the same women

move from tea in March and April to garlic in May, goji in the northwest in July and August, and potatoes in

Inner Mongolia in autumn.16 This is the migratory-bird pattern the first edition of this paper described, now

documented across crops.

4.4 Pay, hours and the season

Day rates have risen but hours have not fallen. In Songyang in 2018 migrants earned 120 to 200 yuan a day

against about 300 for locals.15 In Anhui in 2019 growers reported that picking labour had gone from 80 to 100

yuan a day to over 200, and that picking alone was now more than half of total tea cost.17 A 2022 Huangshan

recruitment notice offered 170 yuan a day with room and board for about twenty days.5 In 2025, Hangzhou

growers paid 200 a day, unchanged from 2024; in Meijiawu migrants were paid 180 against about 250 for



locals working shorter hours; on the West Lake slopes the day ran to fourteen hours for at most 200 yuan.18 7 6

Piece rates in 2025 ran to nearly 300 yuan for two kilograms of fresh buds in Nanjing and 60 to 70 yuan a jin for

good leaf in Wenzhou.11 19

Measured by the hour, the pay is below the legal minimum. Li and Li compute that a twelve-hour day for 150

to 200 yuan is 12.5 to 16.5 yuan an hour, under Anhui's 2024 minimum wage of 18 yuan an hour; about fifteen

days of work yields about 2,500 yuan.14 The season is short: 25 to 26 days in a normal Hangzhou year, about

20 in 2025; 30 to 40 days in Jinzhai; about 15 days around Qingming in the Dabie Mountains.18 17 14 And it is

fragile. In 2025 a winter drought followed by a heat spike in late March cut the Zhejiang harvest short; pickers

who had earned over 5,000 yuan in previous seasons left with around 2,000, idle days were unpaid, and

fifteen of the twenty migrant pickers at one Meijiawu garden packed their bags on the eve of Qingming.7 For

women who, in the words of one 54-year-old, come because "the factories don't want us, and there's not

much farmland back home," the season is half a year's income.7

Reported day rates for migrant tea pickers

yuan per day; bar = reported range for migrants, dot = local pickers where reported

100 200 300

Songyang, Zhejiang 2018 120–200 local 300

Jinzhai, Anhui 2019 150

Anhui growers 2019 200–220

Huangshan, Anhui 2022 170

Meijiawu, Hangzhou 2025 180 local 250

Wengjiashan, Hangzhou 2025 200

West Lake, Hangzhou 2025 150–200

Figure 10. Reported day rates for migrant tea pickers, yuan per day, selected places and years. Bars show the range reported; the

dot marks the local-picker rate where one was reported. Sources: refs. 15 17 5 7 18 6

4.5 What the work does to the body

Skilled pickers pick at least 40,000 to 50,000 buds a day, "which means the same motion is repeated 40,000 to

50,000 times"; half a kilogram of finished Yuhua tea takes about 60,000 buds.11 On the West Lake the motion is

repeated over 50,000 times in a fourteen-hour day.6 Pickers in Hangzhou in 2025 reported heatstroke in the

team and days frozen in single-digit temperatures, some working past two in the afternoon without eating.18

A 59-year-old picker from Jiande who worked twelve-hour days each Qingming was diagnosed with severe

uterine prolapse, which her doctors linked to long-term labour.20 A picker at an Anji garden fell on the slope

and suffered a comminuted fracture of the left tibia and fibula; the insurer that paid her 27,000 yuan notes

that Anji's tea grows on hillsides and "accidents happen from time to time."21

There is also a disease risk specific to the hills. The National Disease Control and Prevention Administration

names "farmers and tea pickers who work outdoors long-term" as a group at higher risk of tick bites and of

severe fever with thrombocytopenia syndrome, a tick-borne infection for which there is no specific antiviral;



cases run from April to October.22 In Dongyang, Zhejiang, 32 cases were recorded between 2017 and 2022 with

8 deaths, a fatality rate of 25 percent; 97 percent of patients were farmers and the spring peak, March to May,

overlaps the tea harvest.23

What is missing is as telling as what is there. No epidemiological survey of hand, joint or back disease among

Chinese tea pickers was found in the course of this research, and no study of pesticide exposure in the picking

workforce. The injuries are visible in any garden and absent from the literature. That gap is itself a finding,

and Recommendation 5 addresses it.

4.6 Insurance: what exists

Coverage is local, partial and recent. In Xinyang the insurance industry launched a picker-specific scheme in

2025 covering nearly 70,000 pickers against accidents and accident-related medical costs.24 Against the city's

own 2020 estimate of 1.5 million pickers needed at peak, that is under 5 percent, though the two figures are

five years apart and the larger includes local tea farmers.9 Anji county has bought a group accident policy for

pickers since at least 2023; it runs for two months, pays 60,000 yuan per person for death or injury with an

aggregate cap of 1 million yuan, excludes medical costs, and pays only "when no liable party can be found or

the liable party cannot pay."25 With over 200,000 outside pickers in the county, the aggregate cap works out to

about 5 yuan per picker. In 2025 the county court's standard labour-service contract made accident insurance

a requirement on the tea firm; over 10,000 pickers have signed it.8 A Zhejiang broadcaster's summary of the

West Lake season is blunt: pickers "lack social insurance and accident cover; high-intensity work contrasts

with low returns."6

Insurance reach against workforce size

people

Xinyang: pickers needed at peak
municipal estimate, 2020

1,500,000

Xinyang: pickers insured
insurance-industry scheme, 2025

70,000

Anji: outside pickers each year
2025

200,000

Anji: pickers who signed the insured contract
2025, "over 10,000"

10,000

Figure 11. Insurance reach against workforce size, two counties and one city. Sources: refs. 24 9 25 8



Table 1. Seasonal tea pickers in China: key figures and their sources

Measure Figure Place, year Source

People employed in tea, of

whom pickers

70 million; 33 million National, 2020 MARA survey via China News Service3

Pickers needed; shortfall 1.584 million; 145,000 Zhejiang, 2022 Provincial agriculture department5

Pickers under 35; cross-

province share

under 3%; 80% Zhejiang, 2025 Provincial data via China Blue News6

Seasonal workers arriving

each spring

over 800,000 Zhejiang, 2025 Sixth Tone7

Average picker age about 55; 58 Nanjing; West

Lake, 2025

Nanjing agriculture bureau; China Blue

News11 6

Migrant day rate; local day

rate

180 to 200; about 250 Zhejiang, 2025 Sixth Tone7

Hourly pay; provincial

minimum wage

12.5 to 16.5; 18 Anhui, 2024 Li and Li, Collection of Women's

Studies14

Season length 15 to 40 days Various, 2019 to

2025

Tide News; Anhui Daily; Li and Li18 17 14

Buds picked per day 40,000 to 50,000 Nanjing, 2025 Nanjing agriculture bureau11

Pickers insured; pickers

needed

about 70,000; about

1.5 million

Xinyang, 2025;

2020

Henan County Economy Net; People's

Daily Henan24 9



5 The protection gap: what Chinese social protection offers a
seasonal picker

China has built the largest social insurance system in the world. By the end of 2025 it had 529

million people in the urban-rural resident pension, 942 million in resident medical insurance and

305 million in employment injury insurance.26 27 The question for this paper is narrower: what

does that system actually deliver to a sixty-year-old woman from Anhui who picks tea in Jiangsu

for a month each spring, is paid by the jin at a weigh-in, and is hired by a farming family through

a broker? The answer, set out below, is that she is formally inside two of the three schemes and

practically outside all of them.

5.1 Pension: enrolled, but at a level that cannot support her

Almost every rural woman over sixty is enrolled in the resident pension. Of the 529 million enrolled at the end

of 2025, 188 million were drawing benefits, and over 70 percent of recipients are farmers.26 28 The benefit,

however, is small. The national minimum basic pension was raised from 103 to 123 yuan a month in July

2024, the largest increase since the scheme began, then to 143 yuan in July 2025; the 2026 Government Work

Report adds another 20 yuan, which state media report as 163 yuan.29 30 31 28 Dividing the scheme's 2025 fund

spending by its recipients gives an average of roughly 276 yuan a month; the same arithmetic for the urban

employee scheme gives roughly 3,900 yuan, about fourteen times more.26 The president of the China Social

Security Association has said plainly that the resident basic pension "is insufficient to solve older people's

basic source of livelihood."28

Against the 2025 rural per-capita disposable income of 24,456 yuan a year, a resident pension of 143 to 276

yuan a month covers between 7 and 14 percent of an average rural living.32 That is the arithmetic behind the

picker who says she gets up at 4:30 because "when you're old, you can't make money at home" (Section 3.4).

A month of picking at the Zhejiang average of 179 yuan a day earns in twenty days what the pension pays in a

year.



Monthly pension amounts

yuan per month

Minimum basic pension, 2023
national floor

103

Minimum basic pension, Jul 2024
national floor

123

Minimum basic pension, Jul 2025
national floor

143

Minimum basic pension, 2026
floor, as reported by state media

163

Resident pension, average 2025
fund spending ÷ recipients, approx.

276

Employee pension, average 2025
fund spending ÷ retirees, approx.

3,900

Rural per-capita disposable income in 2025 was 24,456 yuan a year, about 2,038 a month.

Figure 7. Monthly pension amounts, yuan. National minimum resident basic pension 2023 to 2026 (2026 as reported by state

media), and approximate 2025 averages derived from fund spending divided by recipients. Sources: refs. 26 29 30 28

5.2 Medical insurance: covered, with a bill she cannot absorb

Resident medical insurance is financed at 1,100 yuan per person a year, of which the state pays 700 and the

individual 400; in 2026 the subsidy rises by 24 yuan while the individual share is unchanged.33 31 The scheme

paid 66.0 percent of in-list inpatient costs in 2025, down from 68.6 percent in 2024, against 84.1 percent for

employee-scheme members; at tertiary hospitals the resident rate was 61.7 percent.27 34 The average

resident-scheme inpatient stay cost 7,339 yuan.27 At the 2025 reimbursement rate, at least about 2,500 yuan

of an average stay is paid out of pocket before any item outside the reimbursement list, which is more than a

month of average rural income.27 32

There is a catastrophic layer: by national rule its deductible may not exceed half of local per-capita income

and it pays at least 60 percent, and medical assistance subsidised enrollment for 76.7 million people in 2025.35

27 For the registered rural poor the combined in-policy reimbursement exceeds 90 percent.33 A seasonal picker

is usually neither registered poor nor catastrophically ill. She is in the broad middle, where one hospital stay

for a fall on a wet slope costs more than her whole season.

Share of in-list inpatient costs paid by the insurance fund

percent

Resident scheme, 2024
all facilities

68.6

Resident scheme, 2025
all facilities

66.0

Resident scheme, tertiary hospitals 2025 61.7

Resident scheme, secondary hospitals 2025 71.8

Resident scheme, primary facilities 2025 79.4

Employee scheme, 2025
all facilities

84.1

Figure 8. Share of in-list inpatient costs paid by the fund, percent, 2025 unless stated. Sources: refs. 27 34



5.3 Injury insurance: the scheme that does not reach the field

Employment injury insurance is the protection a picker most needs and the one she is least likely to have. The

Regulations on Work-Related Injury Insurance apply to "employing units": enterprises, public institutions,

social organisations and individual businesses with hired workers.36 A farming household that hires pickers is

not on that list. The Ministry of Labour's standing interpretation of the Labour Law excludes "rural workers"

other than township-enterprise employees and farmers working in cities, and the Labor Contract Law

likewise applies only to organisations defined as employers.37 38 Guangdong's official reading is explicit that

people without a labour relationship, including workers past retirement age, "fall outside the scope of the

Work Injury Insurance Regulations."39

The legal part-time category does not help: it is defined as at most four hours a day and twenty-four a week,

and peak-season picking runs to twelve.38 Nor does the 2021 guidance on new forms of employment, which

created a middle category of workers "under labour management" without a full labour relationship; it is

addressed to enterprises and platforms and tells flexible workers to join the resident schemes.40 At the end of

2025, 305 million people were insured against work injury out of 725 million employed, about 42 percent.26 32

Seasonal pickers are in the other 58 percent.

A Henan court case shows what this means in practice. In Luoshan County, Xinyang, a picker of nearly seventy

fell ill during the harvest. The court treated her claim as a civil labour-service matter, not a labour dispute,

and awarded 6,000 yuan of a 106,000-yuan claim. The judgment records that pickers in such cases are

"mostly aged 55 to 65, usually primary-school educated or illiterate," and that "hiring by individuals requires

no labour contract and no social insurance."41

"Hiring by individuals requires no labour contract and no social insurance."

Luoshan County People's Court, Henan, explaining why a tea picker's injury claim was a civil case, 2023.41

5.4 Three doors that have opened, none of them onto a tea garden

Policy has moved in the last few years, in three directions that matter here.

Over-age workers. Several provinces let employers buy work-injury insurance alone for workers past

retirement age: Zhejiang since 2018, capped at 65 for men but 60 for women, Guangdong since 2021 on a

voluntary basis, and Shanghai since 2025 up to age 65.42 39 43 From 1 July 2026 a national interim rule requires

employing units to enrol over-age workers in work-injury insurance, with the individual paying nothing, and

promises separate injury measures still to be issued.44 Every one of these rules is addressed to an employing

unit. A household garden that hires through a broker is not one.

Platform workers. The occupational injury pilot for new forms of employment began in July 2022 with seven

platforms in seven provinces, reached 29.9 million cumulative enrollees by June 2026, and went nationwide

on 1 July 2026. Its design, enrolment by the day and premiums by the order, is exactly what a four-week

harvest needs.45 46 Agriculture is not a pilot sector.

Heat. The 2012 heat rules stop outdoor work at 40°C, cap it at six hours between 37 and 40°C, require a heat

allowance at 35°C and bar pregnant workers from outdoor work at 35°C or above.47 They bind employing

units. Spring picking rarely reaches those temperatures, but the summer and autumn tasks the same women



do (Section 1) often do, and the rule does not reach a farm household either way.

The pattern is consistent. Each reform widens the definition of a worker who deserves injury cover, and each

stops at the boundary of the formal employer. The 2025 and 2026 Central No. 1 Documents, the government's

annual statement of rural policy, do not mention tea pickers, seasonal farm workers or rural women as a

social-insurance group; the closest language is a call to "strengthen care and support for older migrant

workers" and to expand the platform pilot.48 49

5.5 What counties have done on their own

Where the national schemes stop, some local governments have improvised. In Anji, Zhejiang, the county

court found that 90 percent of tea labour disputes in three years came from vague terms, with no clear

employer and no liability insurance; it issued a standard labour-service contract that requires tea firms to buy

accident insurance for pickers, and more than 10,000 pickers have signed it.50 In Guzhang, Hunan, a

community gig-labour market buys accident insurance for its 179-person picking team and pays a 20-yuan

daily meal subsidy to those who work twenty days.51 In Huzhou, Zhejiang, the government fully funded a

special insurance for pickers during the pandemic, described as a first in the province, though it covered

isolation costs rather than injury.52

These are the seeds of the system this paper proposes. They are commercial accident policies attached to

labour-service contracts, not social insurance; they depend on a county court or a community office choosing

to act; and they cover thousands where the workforce is in the hundreds of thousands. But they prove that a

per-picker, per-season policy can be written, priced and signed at scale, within one harvest.

Table 2. Where a seasonal picker stands in China's social protection, 2026

Scheme

Is she

enrolled? What it pays Why it falls short

Resident pension Usually yes Minimum 143 to 163 yuan a

month; average roughly 276

About a tenth of rural living costs; a month

of picking earns more than a year of

pension

Resident medical

insurance

Usually yes 66% of in-list inpatient costs

(61.7% at tertiary hospitals)

Average stay 7,339 yuan; at least about

2,500 out of pocket

Employment injury

insurance

No Nothing Household employers are outside the

Regulations; no labour relationship, no

contract

Over-age worker rules

(2026)

No Injury cover, if the employer is

an employing unit

A farm household is not an employing unit

Platform injury pilot No Per-day cover, per-order

premium

Agriculture is not a sector in the pilot

County accident

schemes (Anji,

Guzhang)

Only where

they exist

Commercial accident policy Local, voluntary, small



6 How others protect comparable workers

China's seasonal pickers are not unusual. Every tea-producing country depends on a seasonal,

mostly female, often migrant picking workforce, and several societies with ageing rural

populations have had to decide how to treat older women who keep doing hard physical work

past retirement age. This section looks at six settings: the certified-tea standards that already

operate in Chinese gardens, the plantation economies of South Asia and East Africa, Korea's Jeju

haenyeo, Japan's ageing farmers, the European Union's seasonal-worker regime, and the

international labour standards that frame all of them. None is a template. Each contains one

mechanism that could be transplanted.

6.1 Certified tea: a private standard that already counts seasonal workers

The Fairtrade Standard for Hired Labour, which governs certified tea estates, defines workers as "all workers

including migrant, temporary, seasonal, sub-contracted and permanent workers." It requires a living wage

reached by negotiated steps with worker representatives, at least eight weeks of maternity leave at not less

than two-thirds pay, free tools and work clothes, free occupational healthcare, no hazardous work for

pregnant or nursing women, and a Right to Unionise Guarantee communicated to seasonal workers "in their

own language."53 Gender-based violence grievances go to women's committees with direct access to the chief

executive.53 On top of the market price, Fairtrade pays a premium of US$0.50 per kilogram of CTC tea and

US$1.10 for orthodox tea.54 For China, the price table sets tea terms only for small-producer cooperatives, not

hired-labour estates; a Chinese garden that hires seasonal pickers through a broker is not a category the

system prices.54

The Rainforest Alliance 2020 standard requires at least the national minimum wage for all workers, a yearly

comparison of prevailing wages against a living-wage benchmark with a timed improvement plan where

there is a gap, and registration of every worker category's wages in a salary matrix; downstream buyers are

expected to co-fund the improvement plans.55

Two lessons follow. First, the mechanisms that Recommendation 4 proposes, a published wage record and a

timed improvement plan, already exist in private standards that Chinese exporters use. Second, certification

reaches a small share of tea: in 2022 Fairtrade counted 57,229 tea workers and 351,499 tea farmers

worldwide, and producers can sell only a fraction of their crop on Fairtrade terms.56 57 A public rule is needed

for the rest.

6.2 South Asia and East Africa: the plantation model and its limits

India's Plantations Labour Act of 1951 made the estate responsible for its workers' lives: housing for every

resident worker and family, medical facilities the state could install at the employer's cost if the employer did

not, crèches wherever fifty or more women worked, a 48-hour week with double-time overtime, umbrellas

and raincoats against the weather, sickness and maternity allowances.58 Since 21 November 2025 those

duties sit inside India's new labour codes, with a free annual health check for every employee.59 60 The cash



wage, however, has stayed low: from 1 April 2026 Assam's daily rate is 280 rupees in the Brahmaputra Valley,

which planters defend by pointing to the in-kind component.61 Oxfam's 2019 study of 510 workers on 50

Assam estates found women pluckers working thirteen-hour days for 110 to 130 rupees, half of them holding

below-poverty-line ration cards, and 7 percent of the consumer price reaching estate workers.62 In Sri Lanka a

January 2026 agreement raised the estate daily wage to 1,750 rupees; in Kenya the statutory agricultural

minimum for 2026 is 385 shillings a day.63 64

The plantation model shows that housing, medical care and a working-time limit can be written into law as

the employer's duty; it also shows that a legal duty without a living cash wage and without enforcement

leaves workers poor. China's pickers are not on plantations; the equivalent of the estate is the county, and

Recommendation 1 is written accordingly.

6.3 Korea: the Jeju haenyeo, older women's dangerous work made visible

The closest analogy to China's pickers in the region is the Jeju haenyeo, the women who free-dive for shellfish

off Korea's southern island, "some aged in their 80s," diving ten metres without oxygen for up to seven hours

a day, ninety days a year.65 UNESCO inscribed their culture in 2016, and credits it with advancing "women's

status in the community."65 At the end of 2025 there were 2,371 active haenyeo, down from 4,377 in 2015 and

a peak of 14,143 in 1970; 63 percent are aged 70 or over.66 67

What Jeju did with that recognition is the point. A 2017 provincial ordinance created an allowance for active

divers over 70 and a settlement subsidy for new divers.68 For 2026 the province budgets 23.5 billion won

across 29 programmes: medical costs covered up to 4 million won, a monthly allowance of 100,000 won for

active divers over 70 and 200,000 over 80, explicitly "to reduce overexertion," a retirement allowance of

500,000 won a month for three years for divers who retire at 75 or older, and the same for new divers under

45.69 66 Fishing rights are held by local fishery cooperatives, so the women's associations sit inside the

institution that controls the resource.65

Three transplantable mechanisms: a cultural-heritage listing that turned an invisible, dangerous, older-

women's occupation into a named public concern; a cash allowance targeted by age and tied to the aim of

reducing overwork; and medical cover specific to the occupation. Recommendation 5 draws on the first,

Recommendations 1 and 3 on the second and third.

6.4 Japan: ageing farmers and the institutions built around them

Japan's core farmers averaged 67.7 years of age in the 2025 Census of Agriculture and Forestry, and women

are 36.4 percent of them, a share that is falling.70 71 About 250 people die in farm-work accidents each year,

and the rate per 100,000 workers is rising.72 Japan's response has three parts worth noting. The Farmers'

Pension is open to anyone who farms sixty or more days a year, "including spouses, successors and other

family members, farm employees and farm part-timers," on a funded defined-contribution basis with

premiums chosen between 20,000 and 67,000 yen a month and a state subsidy for certified farmers.73 Self-

employed farmers, who are outside the compulsory scheme, may join workers' accident insurance voluntarily

through farm-work and machinery-operator groups.74 And since 2013 the Agriculture Women's Project has

linked 1,131 women farmers with 45 companies and 10 organisations to develop products and services, while

family business agreements on about 60,000 farms set working hours, holidays and wages for family

members, including the women who do most of the farm's labour.71 75



The transplantable mechanism is the sixty-day threshold: a pension and an injury scheme that admit

someone on the strength of two months' farm work a year, with no employer required to register her. That is

the design of Recommendation 1.

6.5 Europe: the seasonal worker as a legal category

The European Union's Seasonal Workers Directive treats seasonal work as a category with its own rules. Stays

are between five and nine months in any year; housing must ensure an adequate standard of living, with a

written rental contract, rent that is "not excessive" and "not automatically deducted from the wage," and

health and safety standards on the employer; seasonal workers have equal treatment on pay, working hours,

leave, health and safety, freedom of association and collective bargaining, back pay and social security; and

member states must provide complaint mechanisms that third parties can use on a worker's behalf.76

Italy's Law 199 of 2016 attacks the broker. Recruiting or employing workers in conditions of exploitation

carries one to six years in prison and a fine of 500 to 1,000 euros per worker; exploitation is defined by four

indicators, including repeated pay "manifestly different" from collective agreements, repeated violation of

working-time rules, safety violations, and "degrading" housing.77 The same law created a register of

compliant farms, the Rete del lavoro agricolo di qualità, run by the social security institute; farms on it must

apply collective agreements and be current on contributions, inspections are steered toward farms outside it,

and worker representatives sit on its board.78 Spain recruits seasonal farm workers at origin through its

GECCO programmes: 25,767 in 2025, 81 percent from Morocco, 92 percent women, average age 43, 84 percent

in Huelva; its 2026 minimum wage is 40.70 euros a day, and seasonal workers on contracts of 120 days or less

must receive at least 57.82 euros per working day.79 80

Three mechanisms transplant. A housing rule that stops rent being silently deducted from pay. A positive

register of compliant employers that shifts enforcement to those outside it, which is cheaper than inspecting

everyone. And a statutory premium on the seasonal day rate that compensates for the absence of paid

holidays and bonuses. Recommendations 2 and 4 use them.

6.6 The international floor

Agriculture is the most informal sector in the world: 93.6 percent of agricultural employment is informal

globally, 94.7 percent in Asia and the Pacific, and in China 81.7 percent, rising to 83.2 percent for women, on

the most recent ILO comparison.81 The ILO's Safety and Health in Agriculture Convention of 2001 has 23

ratifications; China is not among them.82 83 The ILO has published an intervention model for extending social

protection to migrant seasonal agricultural workers, and its rural-economy policy notes include "Decent Work

on Plantations," "Extending Social Protection to the Rural Economy" and "Empowering Women in the Rural

Economy."84 85 The UN agencies' joint statement on rural women lists what decent work means for them:

gender-equitable enforcement of labour standards, access to fair wages, improved occupational safety and

social protection, and "strengthening rural women's voice in social dialogue with governments, employers

and workers."86 Those four items are, in order, this paper's Recommendations 4, 2, 1 and 3, and 5.



Table 3. Mechanisms used elsewhere and the recommendation that borrows each

Setting Mechanism Borrowed in

Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance Seasonal workers counted as workers; wage record and timed

improvement plan; buyers co-fund

Recommendation 4

India, Plantations Labour Act Housing, medical care and weather protection as the

employer's legal duty

Recommendations

1, 3

Korea, Jeju haenyeo Heritage listing; age-targeted allowance to reduce overwork;

occupation-specific medical cover

Recommendations

3, 5

Japan, Farmers' Pension and

accident insurance

Entry on sixty days' farm work a year, no employer needed;

voluntary accident cover for the self-employed

Recommendation 1

European Union directive Housing standard; rent never deducted from pay; third-party

complaints

Recommendations

2, 4

Italy, Law 199/2016 Register of compliant farms; inspection steered to the rest;

broker exploitation a crime

Recommendations

2, 4

Spain, minimum wage decree Statutory premium on the seasonal day rate Recommendation 2



7 Five recommendations

The measures below are written to be adopted within one harvest cycle by the bodies that

already touch a picker's season: the county government, the tea cooperative or factory, the

labour broker, the retailer, and the provincial statistics and culture offices. Each states who acts,

what changes for the picker, what it costs, and the precedent it rests on. They are ordered by

urgency, not by ease.

Recommendation 1. Seasonal employment insurance: a per-picker, per-season policy

Who acts: county government with the provincial human resources and social security department; co-funded by gardens and

factories that buy the leaf.

What. Every picker registered for the season at a collection point or by a broker is covered, for the harvest

window, against accidental injury and death, acute illness during the season, and heat stress, with medical

costs included. Enrolment is by the day and the premium is charged per registered picker, the design already

used in the national occupational-injury pilot for platform workers.45 The policy is written in the picker's

name, not the garden's, so it travels with her if she moves between gardens.

Why. Employment injury insurance does not reach pickers hired by farming households, and the 2026 rules

for over-age workers still require an employing unit.36 44 The Anji scheme shows a county can buy group cover;

it also shows the limits of a 1-million-yuan aggregate cap that excludes medical costs.25 Xinyang's 2025

scheme shows an insurer will write a picker-specific policy at scale.24 Japan admits anyone who farms sixty

days a year to its pension and lets the self-employed buy accident cover without an employer.73 74

Cost. Commercial accident cover of the kind Anji and Xinyang bought is priced per head in the low tens of

yuan for a season. Against a day rate of 180 to 200 yuan and a season of twenty days, a per-picker premium of

that order is less than one percent of the wage bill.7 Counties should publish the premium and the claims paid

each season.

First step. One tea county in Zhejiang, Jiangsu, Anhui or Henan runs the policy for the 2027 spring harvest,

registering pickers at collection points, and reports enrolment and claims by June.



Recommendation 2. Collective contracts, posted rates and a mediator

Who acts: county court and justice bureau; cooperatives and factories; women's picker associations seeded through the Women's

Federation.

What. A standard three-party seasonal contract, on the Anji model, between the picker, the broker and the

garden or factory, that states the piece rate or day rate, the grading rule, the payment date, the housing

provided and the insurance bought.8 Day rates, grading standards and payment dates are posted at the

collection point where the leaf is weighed. Each picker keeps a copy of her ticket record; the garden keeps the

other. Women's picker associations, organised by county or by sending village, negotiate a floor rate and rest

periods before the season with the cooperatives and factories that hire them. Disputes go to a named

mediator in the county's labour-service mediation channel within 48 hours.

Why. In Anji, 90 percent of tea labour disputes came from unclear terms, and a court-designed contract has

been signed by over 10,000 pickers in its first season.8 The film records a pay system in which the record of

what a woman is owed is held by the person who owes it (Section 3.2). In Songyang, brokers withheld all pay

until the month was complete.15 The EU directive requires that rent never be deducted automatically from

wages; Italy's register of compliant farms steers inspection to the rest; Spain fixes a statutory premium on the

seasonal day rate.76 78 80 Fairtrade requires that steps toward a living wage be negotiated with worker

representatives.53

Cost. Printing and a mediator's time. The contract exists; the posting board exists at every collection point.

First step. Provincial high courts in the four main green-tea provinces circulate the Anji contract to tea

counties before the 2027 season; the Women's Federation convenes picker associations in the five largest

sending counties.



Recommendation 3. Health care in the fields

Who acts: county health bureau and township health centres; provincial disease control.

What. For the harvest weeks, a mobile clinic visits the main picking districts on a posted schedule, with

musculoskeletal screening, blood-pressure checks, wound care, heat-stress advice and tick-bite education,

and refers serious cases to the county hospital with a note that triggers resident medical insurance and the

catastrophic layer. The schedule and the reimbursement steps are posted at collection points and sheds. A

one-page record of each picker's screening goes home with her.

Why. Pickers repeat the same motion 40,000 to 50,000 times a day, report heatstroke and days in single-digit

cold, and are a named high-risk group for a tick-borne fever that killed a quarter of cases in one Zhejiang

county, with a spring peak that overlaps the harvest.11 18 22 23 Resident medical insurance paid 66 percent of

in-list inpatient costs in 2025 on an average stay of 7,339 yuan; the catastrophic layer and medical assistance

exist but are rarely reached by a migrant far from her home county.27 35 India's plantation law made medical

facilities the employer's duty; Jeju covers haenyeo medical costs to 4 million won.58 69 During the peak weeks

the women are in one place; a clinic that comes to them reaches more people in a day than a county hospital

does in a season.

Cost. A vehicle, a nurse and a doctor for four weeks per county. Screening data would also fill the gap this

paper found: there is no published survey of hand, joint or back disease among Chinese tea pickers.

First step. Two counties pilot the clinic in 2027 and publish anonymised screening results.

Recommendation 4. A labor scorecard from tea brands and retailers

Who acts: tea retailers and brands; the China Tea Marketing Association; provincial market regulators.

What. Each brand publishes, once a year, for its spring tea: the day or piece rates paid to pickers in its supply

gardens, the share of pickers insured, the housing and drinking-water standard provided, and the payment

timing, in a common format set by the industry association. Buyers can then compare brands on labour as

they already compare them on origin and grade. Brands that source from gardens on a county's register of

compliant employers may say so.

Why. The numbers already exist on the pay tickets and in the factory ledger; nothing requires them to be

published. Rainforest Alliance requires every worker category's wages in a salary matrix and a timed

improvement plan co-funded by buyers; Fairtrade counts seasonal workers as workers and pays a premium

per kilogram.55 53 54 Picking labour is more than half the cost of making tea, so the data are material to the

product.17 Oxfam's finding that 7 percent of the consumer price of Assam tea reaches estate workers shows

what a brand is being asked to disclose.62

Cost. One page a year. The format is the work; the association should publish it.

First step. The industry association publishes a draft format in 2027; three brands pilot it for the 2027 harvest.



Recommendation 5. Recognition: count them, name the craft, give them a seat

Who acts: National Bureau of Statistics and provincial statistics bureaus; county culture and tourism bureaus; the bodies that

draft harvest-season policy.

What. Seasonal farm workers become a category in county labour statistics and in the migrant-worker

monitoring survey, which today excludes anyone away for less than six months.12 Tea picking is listed as a

skilled craft in county intangible-heritage programmes, which already celebrate tea making, with the pickers

named as its bearers. Picker representatives, chosen by the associations in Recommendation 2, sit in the

consultations that set harvest-season rules. Provincial disease control adds tea pickers as a monitored

occupational group for musculoskeletal injury and tick-borne disease.

Why. What is not counted is not protected. The 2025 and 2026 Central No. 1 Documents do not mention

seasonal farm workers or rural women as a group to insure.48 49 Jeju's heritage listing turned an invisible

occupation of older women into a public concern with a budget line, and UNESCO credits it with raising

women's status.65 69 Japan sets targets for women's share of agricultural committees and cooperative

boards.71 The UN agencies name "strengthening rural women's voice in social dialogue" as a condition of

decent work.86

Cost. A line in a survey form and a seat at a table.

First step. One province adds the category to its 2027 rural labour survey; one tea county lists picking in its

heritage inventory with the pickers named.

Table 4. The five recommendations at a glance

Recommendation Who acts What changes for the picker Precedent

1. Seasonal insurance County, with gardens and

factories

Covered by the day for injury, illness

and heat, in her own name

Platform pilot; Anji;

Xinyang; Japan

2. Contracts and

posted rates

Courts, cooperatives,

picker associations

Rate and payment date she can see; a

copy of her record; a mediator

Anji; EU directive; Italy;

Spain; Fairtrade

3. Health care in the

fields

County health bureau A clinic that comes to the garden; a

referral that triggers her insurance

India; Jeju

4. Labor scorecard Brands, industry

association

Her pay and conditions become part

of the product

Rainforest Alliance;

Fairtrade

5. Recognition Statistics bureaus, culture

bureaus

Counted; named as a craft;

represented

Jeju; Japan; UN

agencies



8 Conclusion: from being seen to being protected

Modernization cannot be read from GDP figures or urban skylines alone. It must also be

measured by how a society treats those who sustain it from the margins. The women who pick

China's spring tea are not a stopgap. They are the skilled core of a 320-billion-yuan industry, and

every piece of evidence this paper could find, from the agricultural census to a county court's

judgment, says the same thing: the work is skilled, the workers are old, the season is short, and

the protection is absent.

The argument of this paper is not that China lacks a social protection system. It is that the system was built

around the formal employer, and the picker has none. She is enrolled in a pension that pays a tenth of a rural

living and in a medical scheme that leaves her a month's income out of pocket for one hospital stay; she is

outside the injury insurance that would matter most, because the household that hires her is not an

"employing unit." Each recent reform has widened the circle of workers who deserve injury cover, and each

has stopped at the same boundary. The platform pilot that now covers 30 million delivery riders by the day

was designed for exactly her kind of work, and does not include her.

What the comparisons show is that the boundary can be moved. Japan admits a farmer to its pension on sixty

days' work a year. Jeju pays an allowance to women over seventy so that they dive less. Anji wrote a contract

that 10,000 pickers signed in one season. None of these required a new national law. They required a county,

a court, a cooperative or a province to decide that the people in front of it were workers.

The five recommendations ask for that decision. Insure her for the season, by the day, in her own name. Put

the rate on the wall and a copy of the record in her hand. Bring the clinic to the garden. Make her pay part of

the product. Count her, name her craft, and give her a seat. Each can be done by the 2027 harvest in at least

one county. Together they are what fair tea means.

Real progress lies not in how we treat the most successful, but in how we safeguard the

most vulnerable.

The women in the film will go back to the hills next spring. One of them, asked whether she would not rather

enjoy life at home, answered: "Enjoy what? Our generation doesn't enjoy life. We've suffered all our lives. If

you don't work, where does the food come from?"1 That is the sentence this paper is written against. The

harvest will be picked either way. The question is only whether the women who pick it will be seen, and then

protected.
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