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INTRODUCTION:

Child labour is a global crisis, affecting over 152 million children worldwide, with over 108 million
working in agriculture. These children can be found in farms and fields in every country, in crops from
tobacco to cocoa to sugar, many working in conditions that put their health, safety and development
at risk every day. As The Guardian’s series of articles on child labour in tobacco growing have rightly
shown, the realities faced by children living in poverty in agricultural communities are harrowing. We,

the international community, need to do better for these children.

Unfortunately, The Guardian’s series of articles on child labour consistently lack context and do not
fully take into account expert views on child labour and rural development. The conclusions and
recommendations have potential negative consequences for child and families who depend on
tobacco growing, as the go against internationally-accepted best practices for reducing child labour
in agriculture. The following analysis of a single article demonstrates some key examples of where

context is missing, whether intentional or not, which can be similarly seen throughout the series.

Text in Red indicates a lack of context, factual evidence or that the evidence
is not properly referenced.

Child labour rampant in tobacco industry
The Guardian, Published Mon 25 July 2018. Written by Sarah Bosely.

Child labourin tobacco is rampant and on the increase in poorer countries, a major Guardian
investigation can reveal, despite claims by multibillion-dollar companies that they are tackling the

issue.

ECLT Commentary:

The Guardian has an important opportunity to help people around the world
understand child labour by systematically giving context about the realities faced by
children all over the world.

According to the latest ILO statistics, “The agricultural sector accounts for by far the
largest share of child labour. The sector accounts for 71 per cent of all those in child


https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/25/revealed-child-labor-rampant-in-tobacco-industry
https://www.theguardian.com/law/child-labour
https://www.alliance87.org/global_estimates_of_child_labour-results_and_trends_2012-2016-executive_summary.pdf

labour and for 108 million children in absolute terms.” This is a crisis across all regions
and many crops, including tobacco growing.

Evidence from three continents shows how children aged 14 and under are kept out of school and
employed in hard and sometimes harmful physical labour to produce the tobacco leaf that fills

cigarettes sold internationally, including in the UK, US and mainland Europe.

ECLT Commentary:

The Guardian has a responsibility to consistently and objectively explain international
labour laws.

International labour law states that all physical labour is harmful for children under the
legal working age, 14 in some cases. Children 13 and over may help doing “light
work”, if it does not interfere with school, health or development. (ILO Convention
138 on Minimum Age)

Governments have the responsibility to set and enforce their national laws,
companies must comply with them and be accountable if they do not. (UN Guiding
Principles on Business and Human Rights)

Families are trapped in generational poverty while salaries at the top of the industry run to millions of
dollars a year. The companies say they monitor child labour and remove children from the fields to
goto school, but experts have told the Guardian that the numbers are going up, not down, as tobacco

growing increases in Africa and Asia.

The consequences for children are lifelong. “I wanted to be a nurse,” said one 14-year-old girl in

Malawi, who spends her days weeding under a hot sun with a heavy hoe.

Families see no option but to use their children in the fields as unpaid labour. Many are in debt to
landowners and landlords and have to stay on from one season to the next, unable to break the cycle

of deprivation.

“No effective actions have been taken to reverse this scenario,” said Vera Da Costa e Silva, head of
the secretariat of the World Health Organization’s Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, a key
body tackling an industry that kills more than 7 million people a year. “What happens is that tobacco
farming gives its profits to the industry but gives very low incomes to the tobacco growers

themselves.”

ECLT Commentary:

The assertion that no effective actions have been taken against child labour in
tobacco agriculture is false. The ILO outlines “Rationale, strategy, and history of the


https://www.theguardian.com/world/europe-news
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C138
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C138
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/GuidingPrinciplesBusinessHR_EN.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/GuidingPrinciplesBusinessHR_EN.pdf

ILO’s work in the tobacco sector, and the impact of its public-private partnerships” in
its paper from October 2017, which, unfortunately, the Guardian does not link to.

Da Costa e Silva is correct that low incomes of farmers is a main driving factor of child
labour in tobacco growing, as rural poverty is widely acknowledged as a root cause.
What she fails to explain is that there are more children in child labour in agriculture
than in any other sector, with over 108 children working in local and export crops
including cocoa, coffee and tobacco, in every region around the world.

By failing to give context, Da Costa e Silva is isolating the tobacco-growing supply
chain and promoting a supply chain-based approach to addressing child labour,
rather than the comprehensive area-based approach supported by the ILO and the
FAO. As such this could diminish important collaboration with key stakeholders like
governments, unions, and other agricultural sectors, leading to fewer resources and
less efficient actions.

The tobacco firms say they are doing everything they can to end exploitative child labour.

But it is a scandal for which the multinational companies have a direct responsibility, she said. “There
is a double burden - the burden of child labour itself and the burden of working on a deadly product

that ultimately affects the children themselves.”

ECLT Commentary:

There are very real health risks for children working in tobacco growing. Agricultural
work across crops including tobacco tends to be not age-appropriate, hazardous and
interferes with children’s education.

The Food and Agriculture Organization explains that “Child labour in agriculture is
challenging to address, because the agricultural sector tends to be under-regulated
in many countries,” and that governments need to be supported.

One article in this series, authored by Human Rights Watch, touches on governments
crucial role to protect children. Unfortunately, the other articles do not mention the
role of other stakeholders in effective solutions against child labour, in line with the
ILO, FAO and UN Sustainable Development Goals.

Silva said about 1.3 million children a year were working in tobacco fields in 2011 and, according to
the UN's International Labour Organization (ILO), the numbers are rising with a shift in tobacco
growing from some of the better-off countries to some of the poorer. It declined between 2000 and
2013 in Turkey, Brazil and the United States, said the report to the organisation’s governing body in

February 2017, but increased in others, such as Argentina, India and Zimbabwe.

ECLT Commentary.


http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_584090.pdf
http://www.fao.org/childlabouragriculture/en/?fb_locale=sv_SE
https://www.alliance87.org/2017ge/childlabour#!section=0
https://www.alliance87.org/2017ge/childlabour#!section=0
http://www.fao.org/childlabouragriculture/en/?fb_locale=sv_SE
http://www.fao.org/childlabouragriculture/en/?fb_locale=sv_SE

The February 2017 ILO report specifies that there is no current estimation of the
number of children in tobacco agriculture, as cited below by The Guardian.

Since agricultural communities grow a variety of crops in the same area, ILO focuses
on the fact that the majority of child labour is in agriculture in general, in line with its
area-based approach.

Given that child labour in agriculture occurs more often in low-income countries, the ILO report said,

“this shift in production may have resulted in increased child labour and other decent work deficits

in tobacco production. Although there are no estimates of the number of child labourers in tobacco

globally, surveys indicate that in impoverished tobacco growing communities, child labour is

rampant.”

ECLT Commentary:

Unfortunately, the latest international statistics show that child labour is actually on
the rise across sub-Saharan Africa and continues to be a major challenge in
agricultural sectors.

This is necessary context to ensure that a comprehensive, area-based approach to
tackle child labour is used. ILO research shows that isolating a single supply chain,
like the tobacco-growing supply chain, would increase the risk of “children simply
moving from one supply chain to another, or into a more hidden form of child labour,
or, if they are below the minimum age for work, from moving simply from hazardous
to non-hazardous child labour” (ILO 2017).

The Guardian’s investigation found:

In Malawi: Children being taken out of school to weed the tobacco fields and harvest the

leaves by parents who live in dire poverty. Some families in straw huts are paid nothing for 10
months until the tobacco crop is sold after the harvest. They live on a pail of maize a week
provided by their landlords and must raise money to mill it by extra piecework in the fields,

often also done by the children.

In Mexico: The Guardian saw children working in seven of 10 plantations visited in March in

the Nayarit region, despite progress being made by industry and government to tackle the

problem and keep children in school.

In Indonesia: The Guardian visited tobacco farming communities in Lombok and talked to

child workers, including a 14-year-old who told of chest health problems her family linked to

working in the fields.


http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_545944.pdf
https://www.alliance87.org/global_estimates_of_child_labour-results_and_trends_2012-2016.pdf
https://www.alliance87.org/global_estimates_of_child_labour-results_and_trends_2012-2016.pdf
https://www.alliance87.org/2017ge/childlabour#!section=8
http://www.ilo.org/ipecinfo/product/download.do?type=document&id=29876
https://www.theguardian.com/world/ng-interactive/2018/jun/25/tobacco-industry-child-labour-malawi-special-report
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/27/mexico-child-labour-tobacco-fields-nayarit
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/26/tobacco-indonesia-child-labour-harvest

The US Department of Labor lists 16 countries where children are suspected to work in tobacco.

Human rights organisations including Human Rights Watch have documented child labor in the

tobacco fields in Bangladesh, Kazakhstan, Indonesia, Brazil and most recently Zimbabwe.

Experts say the very low prices paid to farmers in countries like Malawi make child labour inevitable.

BAT and JTI tobacco firms say light work in the fields that does not affect health or education is
acceptable for 13-15 year olds. Campaigners say they should not be anywhere near tobacco before

they are 18.

The average income of a tenant farmer in Kasunga, one of the biggest tobacco-growing areas of
Malawi, for 10 months of work was 223,710 kwacha (roughly $380 or £286 at current rates)

according to a study in 2017 by the Centre for Social Concern, a Malawian NGO.

Each kilo of tobacco is estimated to provide enough for 1,200 cigarettes; tenant farmers in Kasungu

last year earned 200 kawacha (30 cents or 23p) per kilo when the crop was sold.

Tenant farmers are at the bottom of the tobacco food chain. They agree to work for a year for a
contract farmer who has land, which he may own or have leased. That farmer’s contract is with one
of the big leaf-buying companies - Alliance One, Universal (in Malawi known as Limbe Leaf) or Japan
Tobacco International (JTI). The leaf-buying companies agree to purchase tobacco from their
contract farmers and supply seed, fertiliser, pesticide and tools. The leaf buyers say they tell them not
to employ children. Alliance One said the elimination of child labour is a “top priority”;

Universal said it is committed to fighting child labour.

The leaf-buyers are fulfilling orders from cigarette manufacturers - British American Tobacco, Philip

Morris and Japan Tobacco.

The tobacco giants have their own corporate social responsibility schemes. They say they monitor
child labour and build wells or schools. But Professor Marty Otanez, of the University of Colorado in
Denver, an anthropologist who has studied tobacco farming in Malawi for many years, said the
welfare projects were “pushing out goodwill on behalf of tobacco companies to address some of the

problems but avoid the harder issues of leaf prices and living and earnings”.

All of the four major companies say they are doing what they can. “BAT takes the issue of child labour
extremely seriously and agrees that children must never be exploited, exposed to danger or denied
an education,” said a spokesperson. “We do not employ children in any of our operations worldwide

and make it clear to all of our contracted farmers and suppliers that exploitative child labour will not


https://www.hrw.org/topic/childrens-rights
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/04/05/bitter-harvest/child-labor-and-human-rights-abuses-tobacco-farms-zimbabwe
http://www.aointl.com/sustainability/one-vision/agricultural-labor-policy
http://www.universalcorp.com/Practices/LaborPractices

be tolerated.” Imperial Tobacco said: “Child labour is unacceptable and we make every effort to stop

it happening in our supply chain.”

PMI called child labour an unacceptable reality. “We are committed to eliminating child labor and
other labor abuses wherever we source tobacco,” said Miguel Coleta, the company’s sustainability
officer. “We have been working to tackle the root causes of child labor head-on and have achieved a
global reduction of child labor incidents on contracted farms over time. We welcome continued
systematic scrutiny of our efforts and recognize we cannot succeed alone. This requires serious and

lasting efforts by all stakeholders, including government and civil society.”

JTI also said child labour was endemic to agriculture but had been decreasing in areas where it
directly contracted farmers. “The reality is that child labor stems from a combination of social,
economic and regulatory causes. At JTI, we don’t pretend to be able to solve the problem of child
labor on our own, but we are doing our utmost to play our part in solving the problem, working with

others,” the company said.


https://www.pmi.com/sustainability/good-agricultural-practices/upholding-labor-rights-on-the-farms#guardian-responses

