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Executive summary

The recent trends in employment of child labour in hybrid cottonseed production in different
states in India dearly indicate that the overall number of children employed in this sector is
on the rise. The conditions in the fields continue to be very unsafe and exploitative for the
children. The children are made to work long hours and are paid less than market and official
minimum wages. They are also exposed to poisonous pesticides used in high guantities in
cottonseed cultivation and are often trafficked as migrants from other places. The existing
employment practices in cottonseed farms result in the denial of rights of children and violate
many national laws and international conventions.

In the 2006-07 cultivation season, nearly 416,460 children under the age of 18, the majority
of them (54%) younger than 14, were employed in cottonseed farms in Gujarat, Andhra
Pradesh, Tamilnadu and Karnataka states which account for nearly 92% of the total
production area in the country. Gujarat, which has the largest cottonseed production area in
the country, accounts for nearly 175,260 (42%) of the total children employed in this sector.
Several Indian companies and multinationals, namely NS 2nd I are involved in
this ‘modern form of child slavery’. The biggest among them, the Indian companies

(a joint venture partner of {ES), make use of
around 200.000 children who are employed by the farmers to which they have sub-contracted
the cultivation of BT cotton seeds. The response of state and central governments and the
seed industry to address the problem of child labour in this sector has not been very
encouraging. Though the efforts made by a few NGOs like MV Foundation, special projects
implemented by ILO-IPEC, UNICEF and initiatives by few individual seed companies in the
state of Andhra Pradesh had some positive impact, due to their limited coverage these efforts
have had a very minimal impact on the overali magnitude of child labour in the cottonseed

industry.



INTRODUCTION

The use of child labour in the production of hybrid cottonseeds in India has been widely
reported and documented. The reported large scale violations of child rights have caught the
attention of many around the world, Since 1998, a number of studies have been conducted
on the nature and magnitude of child labour, working conditions of children, reasons for
large-scale employment of children in this sector and role of large-scale national and
multinational seed companies (MNCs) contributing to this problem®. The latest reports on the
overall situation of child labour in cottonseed production in AP, Gujarat and Karnataka states
where nearly 75% of total cottonseed production area in India is concentrated were published
in 2004* According to the report on Andhra Pradesh, an estimated total number of 82,750
children in the age group of 7 to 14 were employed in cottonseed farms producing seed for
both national and multinational seed companies during 2003-04. In Gujarat and Karnataka,
this number was estimated as 90,000 and 28,000 respectively,

Since 2004, many developments have occurred which have affected the nature and
magnitude of child labour in cottonseed industry in India. The new developments since 2004
include: a) an increase in the total area under commercial cotton as well as cottonseed
production, b) substantial increase in the area under BT cotton hybrids resulting in growing
control of MNCs over cottonseed business, ¢) growing pressure on seed companies from local
and international NGOs, media and social investor groups resulting in proactive initiatives by
some seed companies to address the problem of child fabour in their production farms and d)
interventions, particularly in the state of Andhra Pradesh by the government, NGOs, and
international organisations like ILO-IPEC and UNICEF, to address the problem of child labour®.

! Important studies on the issue of child labour in hybrid cottonseed production in India include 1) Venkateswarlu,
Davuluri (2001) “Seeds of Bondage: Female Child Bonded Labour in Hybrid Cottonseed Production in Andhra
Pradesh’ published by Business and Community Foundation and Plan International (India Chapter) New Delhi
{(for full text see http//www.indianet.nl/sob.html), 2) Venkateswarlu, Davuluri and L. da Corta (2001)
‘Transformations in Age and Gender of Unfree Workers on Hybrid Contonseed Farms in Andhra Pradesh, Journal
of Peasant Studies, Vol. 28, No. 3, pp 1-36, 3) Ramamurthy, Priti (2000} ‘The Cotton Commodity Chain, Women,
Work and Agency in India and Japan: The Case for Feminist Agro-Food Systems Research’. World Development
28(3): 551-578, 4) Venkateswarlu, Davuluri (2003), Child Labour and Trans-national Seed Companies in Hybrid
Cottonseed Production in Andhra Pradesh, study commissioned by India Committee of the Netherlands (for full
text see http//www.indianet.nl/cotseed.htral) 5) Mujeeba Tarannum & M Gopinath Reddy, (2006) ‘A Study of
Girl Child Labor in Hybrid Cotton Seed Production in Kurnool District of Andhra Pradesh’, ICFIA Journal of
Public Administration, ICFIA Press, vol. 0(2), pages 60-79, April, and

6) Katiar, Sudhir (2006) ‘Wages of Adolescence: Annual Exodus of Tribal Adolescents from South Rajasthan to
Bt Cotton Seed Plots of North Gujarat’ (for full text see

http://www.migrationindia.org/casestudv/case %20satudy%20-%20sudhir%20kativar. pdf

* Venkateswarlu, Davuluri (2004a), Child Labour in Hybrid Cottonseed Production in

Andhra Pradesh: Recent Developments, study commissioned by India Committee of Netherlands (for full text see
htip:/fwww.indianet.nl/cotseed2.html ) and Venkateswarlu, Davuluri (2004b), Child Labour in Hvbrid Cottonseed
Production in Gujarat and Karnataka, study commissioned by India Committee

of the Netherlands( for full text see (hitp://www.indianet.nl/gujakarn.html}

* Both UNICEF and ILO-IPEC paid special attention to the problem of child labour in cottonseed farms in
Andhra Pradesh. Since 2005 UNICEF with the support of {jJjifl§and 1LO-IPEC with the support of §iiilllhave
been implementing special projects to address the problem of child labour in Kurnool and Mahaboobnagar
districts where cottonseed production is concentrated in AP,




In the context of the developments mentioned above, the present study makes an attempt to
assess the current situation of child labour in cottonseed farms in India.

Hybrid cottonseed production in India is concentrated in five states, namely Andhra Pradesh,
Tamilnadu and Karnataka in South India and Gujarat and Maharashtra in the central part of
India. These five states account for nearly 95% of total cottonseed production in the country.
Until recently, Andhra Pradesh used to be the largest producer of cottonseed but now Gujarat
has overtaken this position.

The specificity of hybrid cottonseed production in India is that the majority of the labour force
in this sector is children, particularly girls. No other industry in India has such a high
proportion of child labour in its workforce (Venkateswariu, D. 2001). Hybrid cottonseed
production is a labour intensive activity. A chief part of this production is cross-pollination
which is done manually and this activity alone requires that about 90% of the total labour
expended is done mostly by childrend. Children are employed on a long-term contract basis
through advances and loans extended to their parents by local seed producers, who have
agreements with the large national and multinational seed companies. Children are made to
work long hours (8 to 12 hours) and are paid less than market and official minimum wages.
They are also exposed to poisonous pesticides used in high quantities in cottonseed
cultivation. Most of the children working in cottonseed farms belong to poor families from
Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs) and Backward Castes (BCs) (Venkateswarlu,
D.,2001)°.

Farmers employ children, particularly girls, primarily in order to minimize costs. In cottonseed
production, the labour costs account for about 50% of total cultivation costs (Venkateswarlu,
D. and da Corta, L. 2005). Farmers endeavour to cut these labour costs by hiring children
because the wages paid to children are far below both the market wages for adults in other
agricultural field work and even further below official minimum wages. Farmers also hire
children in preference to adults because farmers can squeeze out higher productivity from
children per day. Children will work longer hours, will work much more intensively and they
are generally much easier to control than adult workers — whether through verbal or physical
abuse or through inexpensive treats like chocolate or hair ribbons (Venkateswarlu, D. and da
Corta L. 2001, Ramamurthy Priti, 2000). According to (i IEEN, 2 sced farmer in
Mahaboobnagar district, Andhra Pradesh, 'Cross- pollination work is very labor intensive and a
large number of laborers is required to do this work. It is also deficate work and needs to be
handled carefully. We prefer young girl children for this task because with their delicate

* Cross-pollination involves two separate activities: emasculation and pollination. In plants crossing is done by
placing pollen grains from one genotype - the male parent on to the stigma of flowers of the other genotype, the
female parent. The removal of stamens or anthers or killing of pollen grains of a flower without effecting in any
way the female reproductive organs is know as emasculation. About two months after sowing, the plant starts
blossoming and continues growing for three to four months. During this time, cross-pollination (both
emasculation/pollination) need to be done everyday, without fail. The duration of cross-pollination activity is 70
to 100 days and for doing this work in one acre farm requires 10 to 13 labourers per day.

% In Andhra Pradesh the caste background of families of working children is 45.2 scheduled castes {Dalits) and
47.1 Backward Castes, (including Muslims). The rest are Forward Castes and Scheduled Tribes.



fingers (nimble fingers} they can handle this work better than adults. They also work more
intensively than adults. We can control them easily. They listen to us and do what ever we
ask them to do. The most important thing is labor costs. Nearly half of our investment goes
towards payment of labor charges. The wage rates for children are far lower than adult
wages. We can reduce our labor costs considerably if we hire girl children. If we want to hire
adult labour we have to pay higher wages. With current the procurement price we get from
the seed companies we can not afford to pay higher wages to the labourers’.

The exploitation of child labour on cottonseed farms is linked to larger market forces. Several
large-scale national and multinational seed companies, which produce and market the seeds,
are involved in perpetuating the problem of child labour, The economic relationship behind
this abuse is multi-tiered and complex and masks legal and social responsibility. Cottonseed
production is carried out through contract farming. Companies depend upon local farmers for
seed production. They arrange seed buy back arrangements with local farmers through
middlemen called ‘seed organizers’. Seed organizers mediate between companies and
farmers. Although seed companies are not directly involved in the production process, they
exert substantial control over farmers and the production process by supplying foundation
seed, advancing production capital, fixing the procurement prices and through stipulating
quality controls (Venkateswariu D. 2003).

The employment of children in cottonseed work has an adverse impact on literacy and health
of children. About 90% of the children working in cottonseed fields are either school dropouts
or have never attended school (Venkateswarlu, D. 2001). Working in cottonseed fields also
has important health implications for the children involved. The use of pesticides in hybrid
cottonseed cultivation is high and children working on farms are directly exposed to poisonous
pesticides for prolonged periods. A report published by Physicians for Human Rights in 2003
pointed out that children working in cottonseed farms are exposed to various health risks. The
general health problems reported by children working in cottonseed farms include severe
headaches, nausea, weakness, convulsion and respiratory depression®. Few cases of
children’s deaths due to pesticide exposure were also reported in Andhra Pradesh.

The existing employment practices in cottonseed farms result in the denial of children’s rights
and violate many national laws and international conventions, Children’s right to education,
health and safe living are denied by employing them on the farms on a long term contract
basis, making them to work long hours and exposing them to poisonous pesticides that are
applied in high quantities on the plants (Venkateswarlu, D. 2001). Securing of children’s
labour through giving loans/advances to their parents and compelling them to work until the
loan is repaid, long hours of work and paying less than minimum wage violates many Indian
laws including: The Children (Pledging of Labour) Act 19337, The Bonded Labour System

® Physicians for Human Rights Child Rights Group (2003) ‘Child labour in India: A Health and Human Rights
Perspective” The Lancet, December, 2003, Vol 362.

" Phe Children (Pledging of Labour) Act 1933 prohibits the making of agreements to pledge the labour of children
below 15 years, and the employment of children whose Jabour has been pledged.






