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asovi: Children work in hybrid
cottonseed fields in Andhra
Pradesh, India for less than a dollar
a day, while the country’s
cottonseed industry is werth
around $1.3 billion annually.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

® Six of the world's top seven cotton producers have been reported to use children in

the field. Forced child labour — a clear contravention of the International Labour
Organisation’s (ILO) Convention on the Worst Forms of Child Labour - is dis-
turbingly common’.

Children arc recruited, at the expense of their schocling, for numerous exacting,
dangerous and tedious tasks, from hybrid cottonseed production to pesticide appli-
cation and pest cantrol. Children are also involved in the harvesy; since the crop can
be hand-picked by underpaid or free labour, there is little incentive for mechanisa-
tion of the industry.

The conditions child labourers endure in helping o produce the coton products
sold on international markets are often brural. They may be subjected to beatings,
threats of violence and overwork. Shocking cases of sexual harassment and abuse of
girls have been reported in some major cotton-producing countries.

Many children in the cotton fields are exposed to what is termed hazardous child
labour, which can result in themn being kifled, injured or made ill as a result of their
work (agricalture is one of the three most dangerous sectors in which to work, along
with mining and construction). In some regions, children regularly work in the cot-
ton fields during, or following, the spraying season when levels of pesticide residues
are high. The effects of pesticide exposure in adults are extensive and often fatal,
ranging from terporary loss of sight to respiratory problems. Young bodies are par-
ticularly susceptible to chemicals, given that their internal organs are still develop-
ing. Many of the health problems resulring from working in the cotton felds may
not show up until the child is an adult,

For many child cotton workers, their conuibution to this mult-million-dollar indus-
try goes uncompensated. Children are ofien trapped i debt-bondage due to loans
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extended to their impoverished parents, while others are only guaranteed payment
- usnally pitiful sums — at the end of several months” work.

Since the agricultural sector tends to be less regulated than other industries, ade-
quate legal protection is often lacking, and child labourers — often far from home and
family — usually have no official means to complain.

‘While the growth of ethical consumerism has prompted a rising interest in organic
and Fairtrade cotton, and conditons in testile factories have come under harsher
scrutiny, Hizle attention has so far been paid to conditions in conventional and Bt
cotton fields. Retailers need to be aware of who is handling the cotton at every stage
of the process. The failure of producers, traders and, in particular, retailers, to track
their supply chain means that products made using child labour can easily enter
western consumer markets. At the sarne time, the opacity of the supply chain allows
rerailers to avoid seeking direct assurance that their products are free from child
labour, and denies the consumer an informed choice. However, market leaders in
tracking supply in the cotron-garment industry are now emerging and proving to the
market that supply can be cheaply and effectively monitored - if the will to do so
exists.

Practical measures can swiftly be taken to address transparency of sourcing, with a
labelling scherne established that idenvifies the country of origin of the cotton as well
as the country of manufacture. The onus falls on actors at various stages of the sup-
ply chain — on consumers to demand clear labelling from retailers; retailers to require
transparency from textile companies; and cotton traders to clarify the sources of
their supply. Meanwhile, international pressare must be brought to bear on all coun-
tries that have yet o ratify and implement ILO Conventions on child Iabour. Con-
sumers and retailers at each end of the financial scale can use their purchasing power
to ensure that children are not paying a terrible price for our clothes and goods. In
particular, Buropean and North-American consumers, accounting for arousd 75% of
world clothing imports, have enormous potential to influence the way in which this
industry operates.

THE CHILOREN BEHIND OUR COTTON
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‘Most working children in the world ave found on farms and plantations, net in factories,
sweatshops or urban areas, If we want to eliminate the worst forms of child labour,
greater effort needs to be made to address child labour in agriculture.”

TRTERNATIONAL PROGRAMME ON THE BLiMINATION OF CHiLn Larcous JIPELS

m, Crosr of FAQ S RURAL INSTITUTIONS anD PARTICIPATION SERVICE!

INTRODUCTION

n estimated 99% of the world's corton farmers live and work in the

developing world!. ‘These farmers — responsible for 75% of global cotton

productior? - are predominantly members of the rural poor, often cul-
tivating cotron on plots of iess than one-half hectare!, or on part of their farms
as a means of supplementing their livellhoods”. Almost two-thirds live in India
and China’.

Of the top seven cotton producers, all, apart from the United States, have
been reported to use children in the field. Forced child labour - a clear contra-
vention of the International Labour Organisation’s (1L.O) Convention on the
Worst Forms of Child Labour - is disturbingly common.

Exploited, abused and intimidared, countless children across almost every
continent labour every day under the world’s extremely lucrative cotton pro-
duction industry, worth an estimated US$32 billion in 2006°. They spend from
dawn to dusk, often in harsh weather, performing back-breaking, dangerous
and tedious tasks. Comfort and care are alien: they can be far from homes and
families - in some cases having been trafficked across borders - enduring
deplorable conditions. For their adult-like input, they recefve little or no com-
pensation, while school is out of the gquestion.

apove: Picking raw cotten in
Korla in northwest China's
Xinjiang Uygur Autonomaus
Regiom, where cotton is the major
crop

2 PA Phutes
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Children are recruited — under a myriad of conditions and complex cir-
cumnstances and by a number of different actors — for a variety of tasks, from
hybrid cottonseed production to pest control. in many countries, since the crop
can be hand-picked by underpaid workers or free labour, there is lirtde incentive
for mechanisation of the industry.

The work itself 1s difficult enough, bur the conditions child labourers endure
in helping to produce the cotton products sold on international markets are
often a horrific extension of their arduous labour. Children may be subjected
1o beatings, threats of violence, and overwork. Shocking cases of sexual harass-
raent and abuse of girls have been reported in India, Chine and Pakistan,

In addition o the physical strain of the labour, growing bodies are vulner-
able to profound health and safety risks. [n Africa and South and Central Asia,
children regudasly work in the corron fields during, or following, the application
of pesticides, when harmful chemical residues are present”. The well-docu
mented effects of pesticide exposure in adules include vomiting, headaches, dis-
orientation and respiratory problems. Unconsdousness, convulsions and even
death can result. Young bodies are particularly susceprible to chemicals, given
that their organs are sdll developing.

For the many child cotton workers effectively subsidising the cotron indus-
try, their contribution goes uncompensated. In South Asia, children are often
bonded by loans given to their parents, while others are only guaranteed pay-
ment — usually pitiful sums — at the end of several months” work, effectively
trapped in debt-bondage by unscrupulous farmers and middlemen. The Uzbek
regime — sustained by its multi-milion-dollar cotton industry — forces children
to hand-pick the crop during the harvest season, for which they receive little or
no pay, working to exacting and unreasonable guotas, at the expense of their
education. The use of child labour also has a debilitating economic impact on
adulrs. I children do get paid, their wages are lower than adults, whose bar-
gaining power is consequently undermined. Depriving future generations of
education, and exposing them to potential rajor health problems, thereby cre-
ating a long-term sodo-economic burden, further belies the notion of “cheap’
labour.

The agricultural sector tends to be less regulated than other industries,
which means that adequate legal protection is often lacking, and child labour-
ers usually have no official means to complain. Some children are sent far away
from home to work on farms, leaving them separared from immediate family,
and socially excluded. with litde or no support if the conditions are harsh®. In
some cases, children aze not even formally registered as workers, but work with
their family to ensure the high daily work quotas demanded by land owners are
met, in many cases impossible to achieve without the extra hands”. Children
can alsa be hired through subcontracrors, making i easier for farmers to turn
a blind eye to ages and working conditions. These middlemen may expleit the
children even further by charging excessive amounts for food, transport and
accommuodation, and by holding back wages".

The context of child labour is complex, but much more can be done by the
various actors in the supply chain to help eliminare it. Consumers, who have
enormeus potential to influence the way in which this lucrative trade is con-
ducred, need to be aware that if they are paying low prices for their clothes, it
is likely that someone in the supply chain is being exploited. The link between
children in the fields and consumers in the West cannot be avoided: China is the
soutce of nearly one-thivd of textile imports inte the B, followed by Turkey
and India — three countries that have been implcated in child-labour practices.

‘The obvious and proncunced failure of manufacrurers and retailers ro track
their supply chain means thar praoducts made using child labour can ~ and do

- —easily enter the major western consumer markets. At the same time, the opac-
ity of the supply chain allows retailers to avoid seeking direct assurance that
their products are free from child labour {or other abuses), and denies the con-
sumner an informed choice.

Nonetheless, market leaders in tracking supply in the cotton-garment indus-
try, such as Continental Clothing, are now emerging and proving to the mar-
ket that supply can be cheaply and effectively monitored - if the will to do so
exists,
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World's Major Cotton Producers

Country Production® Percentage of Value of ILG Conventions  Child Child's
{1000 metric workd fint on workd 138 and 1827 Labour Wage
tons} production market?* in Cotton {LSD)
(approx.) {USD%kIn)

China, 7729 3G 121 Ratified Yes 13 cents per kilo picked,
Peoples Republic of (1999 and 2002) which goes to their schoo!
india 5117 20 8.0 Not ratified Yes Upto $1.50/day
United States 3953 15 6.2 138 not ratified; No N/A

187 rapified (1999)
Pakistan 3% 2 3.8 Ratified ves 0 if trapped in debt bondage;
{2006 $3.30-310 per month in
and 2007) the field, if not bonded;

$1.60/12 hoursin
ginning factory

Brazit 1524 5 24 Ratified Yes Unavailable
{2001 and 2000}

Uzbekistan, Republic of 1154 4 1.8 Not ratified Yes Up to five cents/kilo

Turkey 740 3 1.2 Ratified Yes $131/two months
{1998 and 2001)

Cther 3571 14 56

FTotal 26,183 100 41

“We can't afford adult workers, They charge three times more than child workers...[ can employ adults if companies pay me more.”

Br corton FARMER IN ANDHRA PRADESH™

A Summary of Cotton Exports in 2005
A illustrated below, Asia is a major recipient of Uzbek and African cotton exports, while 18% of Uzbekistan's cotton exports end up in the EU.

Sowrce: Infocomm, UNCTAD, www.unctad. org/infecomm

Mexico

Py
{55

* Including China, India and Pakistan but not Central Asia
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I belong to the farm so T
work on the fields. I don’t
earn any money, and |
didw't know I was
supposed to be
paid.. Semetimes the
thermometer goes over 40
degrees.”

A NINTEGRADE PUPIL LN SOLUTH

TaAUKISTAN'T

RIGHT: A boy hoeing to create
frrigation channels in a
conventional cottonsesd field in an
Andhra Pradesh village, earning
Rs 50 (76 cents) a day.

@ EIE

‘I work so hard during the
day that coming back
home I am so tived that I
cannot do my homework,
sleep hangs on my eyelids.”
A L3-YEAR-QOLD FROM RAGUN,

TAjKISTAN

& THE CHILDREN 3FHIND OUR COTTON

ALL IN A DAY’S WORK

Hard labour

ypically, cotton’s child labourers - some as young as five — rise in the

early morning to face a day of demanding work, manually picking the

cotton, and carrying the harvest in heavy loads on their backs. They
sow; weed the fields; remove cotton pests; and in some cases, spray the crops
with hazardous pesticides (See “Growing Bodies under Attack”™). Roughly one
million childven are hired by Egypt’s agriculraral cooperatives to mapually clear
the cotton crops of wortns®. In India, hundreds of thousands of children -
most of them girls - spend long days under the hot sun cross-poliinating cot-
ton, Hybrid cottonseed production is a highly labour- and capitalintensive
activity, requiring about 1o times more work and almost five times more capi-
tal than conventional cotion®. As part of the production process, children also
work in ginning factories, where they have been reported to complete 12-hour
shifts, and are exposed to dust and blazing sunlight, for meagre wages without
any social security or protection. Their work, which includes throwing cotton
into machines, is often heavily physical®.

Living conditions at the end of a gruelling day provide little comfort. In
Uzbekistan, older children and those conscripted to work in remoter areas are
forced ro stay in dormitories, on farms, or in classrooms, at times drinking con-
taminated irrigadon water, with insufficient food™. A group of Malian children
on a plantation in Jvory Coast reported that, after beginning work at 6am, they
were forced to wait until zpm for their first meal, in a 12-hour workday”. They
stept together in one oo, using damp banana leaves as mattresses. In Gujavat,
gitls live in sheds, sleeping on the floor and wiashing in the open®.



Physical abuse

“The owner used to beat us if a single plant got missed. He used to beat us with pipes. We would get up at 4in the
morning and work for 12 hours a day... The partner of my farm owner used to switch off the lights at night and
Jorcibly carry the girls sleeping on the floot, on to his cot.”

A ORoY IN INDIA WHO TREKKED MOME T RA WOAFTER SUBESRING ABUSE IN GUIARAT S BT COTTON FIZLDRs ™,

hysical beatings and threats routinely accompany the work in many cot-

ton fields. Under these conditions, children are unsurprisingly intimi-

dated into staying on farms, fearful of the conseguences of trying to
leave. In Uzbcekistan, those who fail to meet state-imposed quotas, or pick poor-
quality cotton, experience verbal or physical abuse, detention, or are told that
their schoo! results will suffer®; physical abuse is common for children across
‘West Africa®. Girls in India, Pakistan and China have been reported to suffer
sexual harassment and even rape®, A recent exposé by India’s TIMES NOW tel-
evision channel, of child trafficking from Rajasthan to Gujarat’s Br cotton fields,
fearured horrific accounts of abuse from children they encountered®. Sexual
exploitation of voung girls in the fields — reportedly by farm owners, their rel-
atives or co-owners of the farms - is said ro be ‘rampant’, and largely unre-
ported®.

»
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Child’s work

We had te work until we felt weak.”

Bay FROM BUaKiNa Faso™

B THTL DEADLY CHEMICALS IN COTTOW



A child’s cotton wage

“What are our wages? T don’t know: [ have never been to a town,
Ihaven’t seen any school, and don’t know about books.”

PIGHT-YEAR-GLD BOY, Parrsrant

THE DEABRLY CHEMICALS 1IN COTEON 2



Out of school

At these summer cavps, the schoclchildren worked liked adults from
six in the morning onwards.’
WL‘;\D GF THE DEPARTMENT FOR LAWY RELATING T0 8MINGRS, RHATLON

RECIGNAL BRUSECUTOR'S GFFICE, TA}!K[:\'TANM

An average of around 40% of child cotton workers in recently surveyed

areas of Mali attends school®. In Central Asia, state and local authorities
have actively sanectioned the removal of children and teachers from dasses ~ in
some cases for three months of the school year — to meet the unrealistic state-
imposed harvest quozas”, In May zoo7 in Tajikistan, schoolchildren were sent
to work in the fields for no money under the guise of summer “holiday
camps’™, while in the autumn 2006 harvest in the Kyrgyz Republic, reports
emerged that classes were cancelled and school children sent to the Helds™.
Chinese schools in cotton-producing provinces, often chronically under-
funded®™, have been responsible for sending tens of thousands of children to
pick the crop, as part of ‘work-study’ programmes, with those not finishing
the work having to pay for the shortfall™. In 2006, some 8oc,000 secondary
schoal and university students in China began their academic year in Septem-
ber by picking cotton™. Schools have been reported 1o use the revenue to fund
education expenses as well as to aid less advantaged pupils”, In West-African
countries, children sometimes work alf year round®. Where children migrate
with families, schooling is clearly sacrificed: in Turkey, for example, the cotton
season runs from May o November, overlapping with the school vear. Asa
result, many end up not going to school at afl™,

It goes without saying that children at work are absent from the classrcom.

Growing bodies under attack

1o work®, agriculture exposes children to many threats to their health and

safety. They are required to use tools and machinery designed for aduls; risk
damaging their growing spines and limbs from heavy lifiing, awkward postures
and repetitive work; and come into direct contact with pesticides, fertilisers
and crop dust, which are dangerous to their immature bodies™, and which bear
a high risk of long-term chronic health effects™. Many of the health problerns
resulting from working in the cotton fields may not show up until the child is
an adult. Children are forced to work physically harder than their bodies can
manage, and endure back injuries and permanent handicaps, but rarely receive
medical care for thelr injuries®. The UN expressed concern in 2006 about the
risk to school-age children involved in Uzbekistan’s cotton harvest of con-
tracting serious health problems inclading intestinal and respiratory infections,
meningitis and hepatitis™.

Child Iabourers across Asia and Africa are exposed 1o extreme terperatures.
While in some regions, tasks are cacried out in gruelling heat - making children
susceptible to dehydration and sunstroke - the cotton harvest in other parts of
the world is approaching winter. When Noveinber temperatures drop o freez-
ing, children in Central Asia are still in the fields, withour appropriate equip-
ment and clothing™.

Cotton uses more insecticides than any other single crop™; it is responsible
for the release of more than 82 billion of chemical pesticides each year, of which
at least $810 miltion are considered toxic enough to be classified as hazardous
by the World Health Organization™. In parts of Uzbcekistan, Pakistan, Turkey
and India, children apply pesticides to the crop™, while in many cotton-pro-
ducing countries, children regularly come inro conract with pesticides, or work
in the cotton fields during, or following, the spraying season, when residue lev-
els are high™s.

Identified as one of the three most dangerous sectors in the world in which

IO TH#HE CHILDREN BEHIND QUR COTTON
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HOW DID T END UP HERE?

‘For Rs 10, they do work worth
Rs 100 for us!”

FARMER SROM ANDHRA PRADESH REFERRING

T3 GIRLY WORKING ON THE FARMY'

“We can’t afferd adult workers. They charge three times move than child
workers,..] can employ adults if companies pay me more”

BT ¢OYTON FARMER IN ANDHRA PRADGSH

he majority of cottonis produced in the world's developing countries™.

where rural poverty undonbtedly propels children to the fields. Impov-

erished parents may be forced o send their children to work 1o supple-
ment family income™; cannot afford to send their chitdren 1o school; or require
their assistance on family farms™. The use of child labour can reinforce poverty
through its neglect of education, while also pushing down general wage levels
and leaving adults unemployed, as has been found in cottonseed production in
India™.

However, the circumstances under which children worldwide end up in cot-
ton production are far from straightforward; they cannot simply be explained
by rural poverty, given the varying social contexts in the nations that employ
child labour. Social exclusion, inadequate employment and educational oppor-
tunities™, and discrimination in societies that tolerate violations of child-labour
laws are all factors in child labour. Culrural norms can undermine perceptions
of the long-term value of education, especially for girls™®, Economist Jayati
Ghash points out that four states - all cotton producers ~ that account for more
than 4o per cent of all the officially recorded child labour in India (Andhra
Pradesh, Karnataka, Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu) are among the richest in the
country*™. In Mali, where in some areas children represent approximately half
of the workforce in conventional cotton producton, farmers can’t access credit
facilities, lack sufficient adult tabour and suitable machinery, and make little
money from the crop, with prices pushed down due 1o developed-world subsi-
dies™,

On the demand side, children are said to be hired because they can be made
to work ionger hours for less pay than adult workers, and less than miniroum
wage'™. They are also easier 1o abuse: they will rarcly receive non-wage bene-
fits, such as medical insurance; and they are less likely to join trade unions or
insist that their rights be respected.

THE CHILDREN BEEHIND OUR COTTON II
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Children on the move for cotton:
a growing concern

india

The demand for malieable labour to meet the hooming Bt cotton
industry in north Gujarat, which uses children for cross-
pollination work, has led to the migration of most children aged
914 from the tribal area of south Rajasthan for two o three
months every year™'. Dozens of trucks, crammed with minors,
cross over the border to Cujarat every night, under the cover of
darkness, during peak season’?. A recent study inTamii Nadu
has also reported the trafficking of children from Anchra Pradesh

183

for cottonseed cultivation

prLow: Anaverage of 5o trucks g night cross over the berder to
Gujarat in peak season, filled with children being brought to
work in Gujarat’s cotton fields™. This group was intercepted at
one of the inter-state border check posts set up by the Dakshini
Rajasthan Majdeor Union fast year.

A Dakshiny Raprechan Mujdoos Unsen

THE CHILD BEHIND OUR COTTOMN

West Africa

While a long tradition of migration exists in West Africa, which is
acknowledged to be important in certain cases of employment,
education, foster care or well-being, the trafficking of young
children — defined by the Palermo Frotocolas "the recraitment,
transport, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child...for the
purpose of exploitation” — has increasingly gained recognition as
a serious concern™. Cotton farming is blamed for child
trafficking to northern Benin'®, where, among other social
factors, it is said to have profiferated with the decline in the price
of cotton'®, the country’s main export. Anti-Slavery International
has reported that child-trafficking networks from Mali to Cote
d'bvoire date back to the early 1990s, rooted in the demmand for
cheap: labour on its cotton plantations™ . In Novernber 2008, the
imernational Organization for Migration ((OM) expressed
concern at the exploifation of these Malian child cotton workers,
blaming a lack of awareness coupled with the abuse of "cultural
anct tracitional beliefs ™,

Researchers have, nonetheless, pointed to the difficulty in
classifying clear cases of trafficking (given varying definitions and
socic-economic and cultural contexts) for cotton in West
Africa’. Childran are likely to be exploited in some form, but
many - through lack of education or access 1o alternatives -
travel voluntanly (having been solicited) to work in the cotton
fields®’®. In Burkina Faso —the largest cotton producer m sub-
Saharan Africa” - a large proportion of boys migrate within the
country to the major cotton-producing areas, working on smal
family farms 77, A study in Eastern Burkina — where migration,
particularly among very young children, was once the exception
- gstimates that at least 50% of the boys aged between 10 and 18
in the Pigla region had spent at least one year working away from
home in the south of the country and in Benin®™, Meanwhile, a
recent repart on cotton production in Mali highlighted the plight

.of children sent by impoverished parents to work for other

farmers™. While other children worked on family farms, either
1o support parents, of through cultural tradition, those working
away from home were particularly vulnerable to abuse, with
farmers regarding them merely as one-half of a transaction™™.




Migration and trafficking

Stadies conducted in Turkey, West Africa, India, Pakistan and Kazakhstan
demonstrate that migrarion often leads children to the corton fields'™, Migrant
families working seasonaily constitute the majority of agricaltural workers in
Peru, also a cotton producer™. In the cotton-growing areas in southern Turkey,
many children of migrant farm workers work alongside their parents, moving
with them from their home villages according to crop cycles’™. ILC-IPEC in
Ankara has reported that exhaustive travelling; living cutdoors in unsanitary
conditions; poor nutrition; lack of access to health services; and the impossi-
bility of continuing with their educaton ‘all take their toll on these children™,
Children don’t always travel with family: they move within and between West-
African countries, 2ad from across borders in India, sometimes through the
agreement, or at the behest, of parents'™, or in some cases Jured by middle-
men with the promise of presents, without their parents” consent™. Children
can work inn cotton production for 12 months or more for the promise of a bicy-
cle or their return ticket home. Iselated from their family, community and cul-
ture, children who migrate for work are often under wraffickers’ or ernployers’
control, vulnerable to abuse and exploitation™. They become endrely depend-
ent on their bosses, effectively working as bonded labourers, as payment can be
held untit the end of their ‘contract™, and mumidated into staying through fear
of being beaten,

Bonded to the fields

Centuries-old local practices and social hierarchies that tolerate discrimination
of certain groups are also at play. In parts of Pakistan, child labour is perpers-
ated through debt-bondage or other types of exploitation’™. Though bonded
fabour is prohibited under Pakistani law™, reports prevail about families work-
ing unpaid on the cotron fields of large landowners, sometimes for genera-
tions. These Haris, or debt-bonded, landless workers — many of them Dalits
{‘untouchables’) — effectively live in slave-like conditions™. Many Haris are born
into bondage, and never receive any kind of education, which leaves them
unable to calculate their debt or the wages they earn. If not born into bondage,
Pakistan’s poorest, most marginalised populations may be driven by financial
difficulties ro seek help in emergencies from landowners who offer them peshgi,
or advanced wages, and require their labour i return undl the debt is repaid™.
In India, too, many children are bonded to the fields. Loans are extended by
seed producers to parents at a crucial time in summer, when work is unavail-
able, and when they are most likely 1o face financial problems®™, Advance wage
arrangements are supposed 1o be binding for one season’s work only, but often
children are lefr still owing at the end of the season, with some remaining in
supposed debt and returning to the same farm for many years to clear it™. One
study in zo03 found thart the majority of these children are from the lower
castes, while most farmers belong to upper castes™.

aBOVE: Many poor Hari families, exploited by
powerful landowners, are exposed to
temperatures of up to 50 °C as they work long
hours in Pakistan's cotton ficlds,

i lavin Landstirom

‘Our family’s livelihood depends
upon the wages of my father and
we As our ared is barren, to earn
our livelihood we always travel to

Sindh province seasonally.”

FOURTEEMN-YRAR-OLD, PaglsTAN'"
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‘Children are being employed primarily because they can be paid very
low wages and made to work very long hours.”
SRR o CRRCRS RICHTS ACTIVIST, INDiA™

State-orchestrated

Children and reachers in Central Asia are forced to participate in state-orches-
trated labour for certain periods, with little choice but ro join in order to avoid
retribution. The cotton harvest has traditionally removed children from the
schools for up to three months of the year™, and in countries like Turk-
menistan, teachers and teenage students have been compelied to assist, thus fur-
ther impacting on children’s education™®. In Uzbekistan, despite the hard and
hazardous work, threats of expulsion from scheol or other rypes of punish-
ment keep many children in the fields™. Those who fail to meet their quotas
or pick poor-quality cotton are reportedly punished by scolding, beatings or
detention, or told that their school marks will suffer=*,

State-set prices

Governments inn Central Asia control cotron preduction, dictating quotas and
setting prices - often at a much lower rate than the world market - with farm-
ers eonsequently struggling o pay their costs™. Workers have been consis-
rently abused by authoritarian political systems in order to ensure the produc-
tion of cotton at very low prices and to maximise the revenue of the state elite.

Squeezed by subsidies

World market prices and government support, notably to farmers in the US,
China and the EU*, cannot be discourted when examining the causes of
child labour in cotton production. Many developing countries rely heavily on
cotton for export earhings {e.g., cotton is Burkina Faso’s primary source of
foreign-exchange earnings™®), but have 10 compete with subsidised farmers -
paid for each additional bushel they produce — who durnp their surplus on the
international marker, thereby lowering prices farmers in developing countries
can obtain. According to Oxfarn International, US cotton producers received
{JS84.2 hillion in federal subsidies in 2o004-05, while sub-Saharan Africa had
lost more than US$350 million as a result of depressed world prices™. A
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recent study by Oxfam America found that the removal of US cotron
subsidies would push up the world price of cotcon by é-14%; the price West-
African farmers receive by 5-12%; and would cause household income 1o vise
by 2.3-5.7%". The resulting additional revenue could help cover schooling
costs, food supplies, health care and scheol fees for ar least two million
children living in extremely poor West-African cotton-growing households,
and therefore remove or reduce the need for child labour and the cycle of
poverty it helps perperuate,

Low prices for cottonseed

Multinational and local companies selling sceds in India have also been accused
of perpetuating child labour™. Some bave related the dramaric losses farmers
face to the introduction and use of Bt cotton, a genetically-engineered crop
designed 1o be resistant to the bollworm®.

Local seed farmers produce patented hybrid seeds owned by seed compa-
nies, which are bought back through middlemen. The price at which the farm-
ers selt back the seed - the procurernent price — is set by the seed companies™,
who sell the seeds on the commercial cotton production market for up to 12
times the procurement price®. But despite low, or falling, prices for farmers,
inpur costs have been rising™, while output has been declining due to crop fail-
ure™’, plunging them into crippling debt. The burden of mounting costs has
broughs suicide armong cotton farmers 1o overwhelming proportions in some
Indian villages, particalarly in Maharashtra state®”. Between 2001 and 2004,
farmers” input costs were reported to have risen 10-15%, whilst the procure-
ment price paid by the majority of seed companies remained unchanged™®.
Farmers consequently regard child labour as an efficient way of keeping costs
down in order to retain competitiveness™.

In the state of Andhra Pradesh, increased pressure from local and interna-
tional NGOs has forced the cottonseed industry to address the problem of child
labour in fs supply chains, and some progress bas been made through a joim
action plan involving (e GRS --d SIS S
Diue 1o reported problems with the implementarion of the project, however,
Indian NGO MV Foundation withdrew from joint inspections of farms®.
Recent correspondence between Ml and Dakshini Rajasthan Majdoor
Union {South Rajasthan Labour Union) about the problems of child labourin
Gujarar’s cottonseed industry gives little indication that the corporation intends
to address the jssue in that part of the country in the near furure®.

The high incidence of child labour has been blamed in the past for chang-
ing the working culture and social norms, making children, particularly girks,
responsible for family income™. Organisarions, such as the MV Foundation,
argue that the problem of child labour will only increase unless seed companies
adequately address the discrepancy between production costs and procurement
prices.

Lacking legislation

Although almost every country has laws prohibiting the employment of chil-
dren below a certain age, the legislation may exempt certain sectors, often
where the highest numbers of working children are found. In 2006, for exam-
ple, India strengthened child-labour legislation by widening its definition of
hazardous work to include domestic labour and catering establishmenss, thus
implementing a country-wide ban on children below 14 working in those sec-
tors. The Jaw - effective from October 2006 - fell short, however, of including
agriculure™, deemed by the 11O as one of the world's three most dangerous
work activities, and which accounts for roughly 70% of the country's estimated
100 million child labourers™. Similarly, 2003 amendments to Egypts labour law
banning under-148 from working excluded children in agriculture®. In several
countries, legislation is often not enforced™,

“With prices we get from
companies we cannot afford to
empley adulr labour. Though
OUY COSLS dYe TNCYedsing every
yedy companies are not coming
forward to increase their
procurement price... Qur profit
marging have come down
drastically during last one
decade but companies are able
to increase thetr profit
margin,
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THE BUSINESS OF COTTON

“We buy our cotton from government agencies
and don’t know what happens in the fields.”

heap cotton clothing on the high street comes courtesy of a $32 billion indus-

try that is being supported by child pickers earning pennies, who may receive

almost 20 times less than the market price. Few clothing brands and retailers will
admit to relying on the direct or indirect benefits of child labour. Large companies
increasingly use the term ‘corporate social responsibility’: however, little attention has
been paid to the conditions beyond the factory level

‘Complex’ supply chain

The faiture of producers, traders and, in particular, retatlers, to carry out comprehen-
sive andits of suppliers, demand transparency, and track their supply chain means that
products made using child labour can easily enter the main western consumer mar-
kets. When conventional cotton leaves the field, it passes through several hands before
making its way to the end-consumer, but the often opague nature of the supply chain
provides retailers and suppliers with a convenient excuse, Hiding behind a “complex
supply chain’ aflows them to avoid seeking direct assurance that their producrts are free
from child labour (or other abuses), thereby denying consumers the possibility of mak-
ing more informed choices. It is entirely possible, particularly for major retaiters, 1o
establish the source of the cotton fibre. Market leaders in tracking supply in the cotton-
garment industry, such as CENGGGGS SR - now cmerging, and proving to the
market that supply can be cheaply and effectively monitored - if the will to do so exists.

Commercial exploitation

Where companies are aware of the existence of child labour in the supply chain, the
practice continues. The cottonseed industry in India has demonstrated that it will only
take responsibility when pressured to do so, and even then, its efforts have been lack-
ing. [n Andhra Pradesh, the number of children working in the sector has declined
shightly ¢possibly due toinitiatives to eliminate child labour, coupled with poor weather
conditions that have affected the harvest). Flowever, in other states, like Karnataka,
Gujaras (now the country’s largest cottonseed producer) and Tamil Nadu, where Nl
and NI 21 reportedly substantially increasing their seed sourcing, the problem
has not been addressed™*. In fact, a recent field report conchuded that overall, the nom-
ber of children employed in the sector in India is on the increase®”.

Seed companies are profiting from this army of underpaid labourers: the estimated
size of India’s seed market this year is around 3.3 billion — the sixth highest in the
world™. Yet the children emploved in hybrid sced production earn as little as 40 cents
for an arduous r2-hour day. Studies estimate that if the extra preduction-cost burden for
adult fabour were to be carried by the farmer, it would lead to a decrease in profit mat-
gin by an estimated 65%; if the seed company carried the burden, their profit margins
would decrease by roughly 1-7%".

20 THE CHILDREN HEHIND OUR COTTON



CONCLUSION

11 around the world, children are working in appalling, unreasonable conditions to pro-

vide us with a product for which we are often paying unreasonably and artificially low

prices. Most children in the EU have access to education, but in many developing coun-
tries, children are kept from scheol 1o toil in the cotron fields. Worse, they are exposed to dan-
gerous work practices and hazardous pesticides, are sometimes parted from their families for
long periods, and face significant risk of physical or sexual abuse. They are beyond the protec-
tiog of UN and ILO conventions and national legislation.

The widespread use of child labour is effectively subsidising the lucrative cotton industry. The
more powerful actors in the supply chain are profiting from: the unfair prices many smallholder
farmers in developing countries receive for their produce, and the low or nonexistent wages paid
to child workers and their familics. As the governments of developing countries attermpt to pull
their nations out of poverty throngh cotton, the production of the crop is having the opposite
effect for farmers, who continue to struggle to make ends meet, with low prices compounded
by a lack of finance and access to adequate machinery and labour, Children are carrying the bur-
den of poverty and other socio-economic circumstances — being forced to work to support their
families - as well as cultural norms that overlook their plight.

While it is difficult 1o trace cotron toits source, it is entirely possible — organic cotton brands
have proven it is feasible. Consumers have enormous potential to influence the way in which
the trade is conducted. Even if effective monitoring engenders significant costs, the potential
10 positively transform the lives of millions of children means they can legitimately be passed
onto the consumer. Where companies are failing, regulations must be implemented. Organic
and Fairtrade cotton are welcome initiatives in the drive towards child-labour-free cotton, but
with a tiny proportion of the market, it is clear that political will, coupled with pressure on
clothing suppliers, are crudial to ensure children are kept from the fields in the cotton indusury.
At the national levels, cotton-producing countries must guarantee the rehabilitation of chil-
dren who have been removed from hazardous labour, and fadilitate their transition o full edu-
cation.

Most importantly, as long as retailers and consumers continue to purchase cotton products
that fail to identify the source of the cotton, and are not guaranteed to have been made with-
out child labour at any stage in the process, we continue to fuel this false economy that deprives
children of their childhood, and developing countries of an educated future generation.
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