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The Cocoa Industry in West Africa:
A history of exploitation

Introduction

When extensive child and slave labour was found on the cocoa farms of Cote d’lvoire in
late 2000, many British consumers were shocked. Chocolate companies, cocoa suppliers,
and retailers searched for a way to address this serious problem. The way forward was
unclear. The immediate reaction of some consumers was a decision to stop eating
chocolate altogether or to call for a boycott of exports from Cdte d’lvoire. Yet it quickly
became clear that a boycott might have disastrous results for both cocoa workers and Cote
d’Ivoire as a whole. What was needed was more in-depth information of the conditions
and extent of enslaved labour, of how cocoa from West Africa reaches the consumer, of
what would be appropriate and reasoned responses to the problem.

In answer to this need and to provide information on the industry reaction and actions
since, Anti-Slavery International has prepared this document — an in-depth analysis of how
cocoa is produced and how child and slave labour enter its chain of production. It relates
the history of cocoa and explores how this commodity fits within a global market. It also
explains the events following the ‘discovery” of slavery in cocoa farming, what actions
have been and are being taken to remove slavery from the chocolate we eat. Drawing on a
wide range of sources, it concludes with recommendations for consumers, the chocolate
industry and governments on actions needed to address this serious probiem.

This report was researched and written by David Ould (Deputy Director of Anti-Slavery
International), Claire Jordan, Rebecca Reynolds and Lacey Loftin.

Our thanks go to the Co-operative Group (CWS) Ltd and the Rufford Maurice Laing
Foundation for funding the production of this report.
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Executive summary

In September 2000 a film was broadcast on Channel 4 television in the UK showing
young Malian men working in conditions of slavery on cocoa farms in Céte d’lvoire.
Although there had been previous reports by international agencies and non-governmental
organisations concerning the trafficking of people, particularly children, to work in
exploitative conditions in Céte d’Iveoire, some of which mentioned the cocoa industry, this
was the first time that any film of the issue had been seen. There was an immediate call by
the public for action from the chocolate industry. The initial concern was reinforced by a
series of further reports around Easter 2001, generating the most publicity for any issue of
slavery that Anti-Slavery International has seen.

Since then the multinational cocoa/chocolate industry, governments from both cocoa
producing and consuming countries and international agencies (International Labor
Organisation/International Programme for the Elimination of Child Labour (ILO/IPEC),
UNICEF, Interpol) have been working on possible solutions to the issues raised by the
media investigations. This report puts the work that has been done into the context of both
the development of the cocoa industry in West Africa and its markets in Europe and the
USA and the information known to date concerning the labour conditions on farms in Cote
d’Ivoire and elsewhere in West Africa. The report draws upon the experience of Anti-
Slavery International and its partners in West Africa concerning the trafficking of people
around the region and methods of protecting them from exploitation. It also benefits from
the experience gained by Anti-Slavery International’s sister organisation

one of the NGOs closely involved with the development by the internationai cocoa
industry of a protocol committing the industry to specific actions to end labour
exploitation in West Africa.

The development of cocoa in West Africa has been linked to slavery and forced labour
since the first commercial production in the late 19" century. Slaves were transported from
Angola to the islands of Sdo Tome and Principe to work on the new cocoa estates and,
even though the large chocolate companies stopped buying from the islands in 1909,
reports of forced labour continued to the 1950s. Similar cases of slavery and forced labour
by both local chiefs and the colonial powers were widely reported on plantations in
Fernando P11, Cote d’Iveire, Liberia and Cameroon, up to the Second World War. In
Ghana the industry developed on a small local scale and so the problems of the use of
migrant forced labour were avoided. Tt also became clear during this period that cocoa
adapted better to traditional African smallholding methods of agricuiture and, in the rapid
development of the industry after the Second World War, the rest of region moved away
from large plantations. This was particularly true of Cote d’Ivoire, which became the
world’s largest producer.

During the last 40 years the development of the cocoa industry in West Africa has been
marked by changes in the marketing and export structure of the industry and the rate of
this change has varied markedly across the region. Large variations in the world market
price during the period from 1950 to 1980 led to linked changes in the rate of farm
development and in the investment put into important issues such as pest control, the use
of fertilisers and the development of higher yielding species. In the 1980s, and more
markedly in the 1990s, these price changes were also linked to the demands for economic
liberalisation led by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. Except



in Ghana, Governments in the region abolished the marketing boards set up to purchase
the cocoa from farmers at a set price and to distribute and sell it on the world market. This
left small farmers directly at the mercy of world market prices. At the same time the cocoa
futures market, originally set up so large chocolate companies could guarantee their input
prices for a season, has bhecome an important commodities market where most of the
trading is carried out purely for speculation. The result has seen larger and more rapid
price movements, which are extremely difficult for the small farmers to bear.

The need to find ways of helping small farmers cope with the damaging effects of
globalisation was one of the main driving forces behind the fair trade movement. Although
now well developed, it has only achieved a small, albeit increasing, share of the world
market for chocolate. Currently one of its main roles must be to influence public opinion
and demonstrate to the industry working methods that can protect small farmers. Fair
trade’s working methods also have the clear advantage of linking the chocolate
manufacturer directly to the cocoa growers, allowing messages about working practices
and labour rights to be more easily discussed and monitored. The close links between the
fair trade movement and ifs suppliers also allows the farmers to be involved in such
discussions and to ensure that demands for ethical standards do not actually harm those
they set out to protect.

Work carried out in preparing this report has shown that, although there is wide agreement
on the existence of various forms of illegal labour on cocoa farms in Cdte d’Ivoire and
probably elsewhere in West Africa, there is still a Iack of data on the labour used on cocoa
farms and the working conditions. The chocolate industry, USAID and the ILO began to
research this at the end of 2001, but the results published in July 2002 did not really
provide the detailed information expected. Despite the increased international attention to
the region and to the labour conditions in particular, well attested reports continue to
appear from both NGO and press sources showing that illegal labour is still being used in
Céte d’Ivoire, In addition, it is evident that neither the Cote d’Iveire Government nor the
chocolate industry has paid sufficient attention to informing farmers of the legislation
applying to labour conditions in the industry and their intentions that that these are
actually applied to all workers, both permanent and contract.

This report shows that prior to the publicity and consequent public concern about labour
conditions on cocoa farms in Céte d’lvoire, the industry had not considered its
responsibilities towards the people producing the cocoa used in its products. Following the
publicity the industry has worked hard to seek solutions to the issues raised and has
established links with trade unions, NGOs and governments. It is difficult to judge the
success of the moves made by the industry at this stage, but Anti-Slavery International
believes that the fype of approach used is preferable to calls for immediate boycotts or
similar action. However, we are concerned by the lack of involvement of the farmers
themselves in discussions about the issue and also that not enough account has been taken
of the links between labour exploitation and trafficking in the cocoa sector and the whole
issue of labour migration, trafficking and exploitation across the region. The danger of an
isolated approach is that children and young men will simply be displaced from cocoa
farms to other abusive and exploitative work. We are also worried
by the industry’s seeming concentration on child labour rather than a commitment to end
all forms of forced labour.



The serious decline in prices received by cocoa farmers in the region for their production
over the past 20 vears may also be a factor. Although a definite link between the price fall
and labour abuse cannot be demonstrated, it is evident that labour costs are the main
expenses borne by the farmers and the only one over which they have any direct control.
Normally this means squeezing their own incomes, but they will almost certainly seek to
reduce the costs of any permanent or contract/temporary labour. Anti-Slavery International
believes that for this reason the chocolate and cocoa industry must also seek to find long
term methods of guaranteeing the prices paid to small farmers for their cocoa beans and to
break the direct link with the commodity market. This can be done by adopting the fair
trade principles or something similar or by the use of effective marketing boards. The
problems experienced by the small farmers over the past 20 years demonstrate the dangers
of a literal application of trade liberalisation.

1. History of commercial
cocoa cultivation

The cocoa tree, Theobroma cacao, originated in South America, and its beans consumed
as a drink by the Mayans and Aztecs. It was infroduced to Spain by Hernan Cortés in
1528. After the addition of sugar, the drink became popular and Spain set up cocoa
plantations in its West Indies colonies to meet demand. In the late 17" century, as cocoa
drinking spread across FEurope, French, English, and Dutch plantations were also
established in the West Indies and South America. As with other colonial plantations in
the ‘New World’, the production in these plantations used slaves from West Africa. In
1828, Conrad J. van Houten invented the cocoa press to extract cocoa powder from cocoa
butter, and the first chocolate bar was created in the mid 19" century. These developments
made chocolate affordable for the mass-market and demand for cocoa increased.

Although there were attempts at introducing cocoa into Africa much earlier, it was only in
the late 19 century that production began on any significant scale. The first large-scale
production was in the 1880s from Portuguese plantations on the islands of Sio Tomé¢ and
Principe.’ These plantations became notorious for using workers who were slaves in all
but name, despite slavery having been officially abolished in 1875. Between 1888 and
1908 over 67,000 people from the African mainland were shipped to the two islands,
mostly from fﬂmgof.a.2 In 1905 William Cadbury, concerned about reports of slavery,
joined with Frys, Rowntrees and the Stollwerck chocolate firm of Cologne, and together
sent Dr. Joseph Burtt to investigate conditions on the islands and in Angola. Burtt reported
that Angolan people were taken to the islands “against their will, and often under
conditions of great cruelty”, and that it was almost unknown for them to return to their
homeland. Death rates were extremely high, an average 11per cent per year for adults for
those estates on Principe.’

In 1909 the four companies announced that they would boycott cocoa from Sdo Tomé and
Principe in future, but forced labour in the Portuguese colonies continued. In 1955,
Gunter wrote that “some unlucky Africans...are deported to Sdo Tomé and Principe,
which have pronounced labour shortages. Here they do forced or directed labour on the

cocoa fields in circumstances barely distinguishable from slavery™.’






