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Abstract
‘Child Labor’ and ‘Cocoa Industry’ have shared a
controversial and seemingly inseparable relation for
years. With an yearly 6% aggregate growth in
production (because of high market demand), the
only way to stay competitive— maximum output
with minimum cost—is making this unfortunate
association stronger. Social inequality, poverty, low
level of education, and weak local governments are
among the many reasons for child labor. The
exploitative conditions of work also need a serious
consideration. This paper attempts to highlight the
unfortunate scenario and develop insights to
improve the scenario that is consistently spiraling
downwards.

Introduction
Child labor in developing countries is a controversial issue (Basu & Van, 1998; Maskus,
1997; Hasnat, 1995; USC, 1993). Children between six and 15 work tirelessly while
being deprived of a childhood. This labor has been particularly critical to African
economies and this is a trend that has been treated as invincible for years. Child labor in
cocoa production pleads to the African and World authorities to value children and
take them seriously in the society. In response to the growing problem, Senator Tom
and Congressman George Brown introduced a bill—The Child Deterrent Act of
1993—to link international trade and child labor by banning goods made by children
from the US market (USC, 1993). Many developing countries, where 98 per cent of child
labor is found, are opposed to such global prohibition of child labor. They consider
these initiatives to be disguised protectionism and claim that their children are being
used to protect jobs in developed countries (Hasnat, 1995). The controversy continues;
the children suffer.
The purpose of the paper is to develop insights and highlight the scenario that
continues to consistently spiral downwards. Using the institutional theory of the
external sector (Adams 1987)-which focuses on international businesses and payments
as instituted process and suggests that economic relations depend on both physical
endowments and technology, and institutions-this paper begins with the contextual
background to the child labor and its relation to cocoa industry in the West Africa, and
develops three insights-use of media, spread of education, and the convention
implementation-and explains what international businesses, NGOs, and governments
can do to eliminate child labor from the workplace on a sustainable basis.

Table 1: Cocoa Global Production (million tones)
2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

% Growth

Cashew nuts

2.86

3.07

3.41

3.58

3.72

23.1%

Cocoa beans

4.02

4.05

4.27

4.15

4.30

6.6%

Coffee

7.60

7.26

7.99

7.84

8.24

7.7%

Groundnuts

36.39

38.28

33.03

37.81

38.20

4.7%

Soybeans

205.52

214.29

218.35

219.54

230.95

11.0%

Source: FAOSTAT as of May 2010
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Cocoa is an important crop in the world-a
cash crop for growing countries and a key
import for processing and consuming
countries. Cocoa moves through a global
supply chain crossing countries and
continents. In Africa and Asia, a typical
farm covers two to five hectors of cocoa;
five to six million cocoa farmers exist
worldwide; and 40-50 million people
depend on cocoa for their livelihood
(CMU, 2010). Aggregate growth in
production is forecast at six percent from
2009-2010 to 2012-2013 (CMU, 2010). The
high market demand for cocoa keeps this
labor intensive industry in full swing.
African cocoa farmers require high
output with the lowest possible input

costs to stay competitive. The farmer’s
primary source of labor comes from child
labor. In terms of global scale of crop
production, cocoa ranks among other key
bean and nut commodities and has
grown by nearly seven percent since
2004. Cocoa is traded on two world
exchanges in two currencies: London
(LIFFE - Pound) and New York (ICE USD). Table 1 shows cocoa production in
million tones for the five years and their
percentage growth.

Why Africa
Cocoa production in West Africa has
influenced child labor as these farms
require large workforce. The African
plantations account for approximately
seventy percent of the world’s supply of

cocoa beans. The Ivory Coast has the
largest plantations of cocoa which makes
up over forty percent of the world’s
supply. The majority of the workers who
farm the cocoa fields are children around
the age of fifteen. The greatest concern for
chocolate lovers should be the continuing
use of child labor on cocoa plantations in
West Africa, where two million farms
produce 70 per cent of the world's beans.
It is estimated that more than 300,000
children still work in the worst form of
child labor in the fields (SCC, 2011). Since
the production of Cocoa is the highest in
Africa, it requires large child labor to
meet the market demand. Although the
statistics are not reliable, it is assumed
that in some regions of Africa,
participation rates for child labor might
be as high as 30 percent. (ILO,1997;
UNICEF, 1997).

Child Labor
The Definitions
The United Nations (UN) and the
International Labour Organization (ILO)
consider child labor exploitative. Article
32 of the Convention on the Rights of the
Child states that parties recognize the
right of the child to be protected from
economic exploitation and from
performing any work that is likely to be
hazardous or interfering with the child's
education, or be harmful to the child's
health or physical, mental, spiritual,
moral or social development. The ILO
defines child labor as work situations
where children are compelled to work on
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a regular basis to earn a living for
themselves and their families, and as a
result are disadvantaged educationally
and socially; where children work in
conditions that are exploitative and
damaging to their health and to their
physical and mental development; where
children are separated from their
families, often deprived of educational
and training opportunities; and, where
children are forced to lead prematurely
adult lives. International convention
defines child labor as the employment of
children aged 18 years and younger.
Child labor, in simple terms, is a job being
completed by children that harms them
or exploits them in some way. This could
be physical harm, mental harm, or even
preventing them from getting education.
Thus, the definition of child labor varies
from agency to agency. There is no
universally accepted definition of child
labor. Given several definitions of child
labor, misinterpretation and possibly
even the downplay of the severity of the
issue exists.
Why Child Labor
One reason for such high chils labor
participation is that working children are
from impoverished families (Basu and
Van, 1998; Basu, 1999). Poverty, unequal
distribution of income, low level of
education together with the weakness of
local government contribute to child
labor growth (IMF, 2001). In order to
lower production costs and to achieve
economies of scale, farmers keep their
own children out of school to help them
cultivate cocoa beans and eventually
even begin to rely on trafficked children
who are kidnapped and later sold (for
about US $35) into a life of slave labor
(Lange, 2007). Most of them are underfed,
mistreated, kept in filthy living
conditions, and have never been to
school. It is suggested that child labor can
be used as a punishment for children who
do not perform well in school or who are
expelled from school, and thus it is not
worth investing in their education and
therefore they should work (Groves,
2004). Many children naturally prefer
gaining valuable work skills to going to
school. Further, it is considered improper
for children especially older ones to do
nothing (Delap, 2001). Idleness is deemed
especially harmful for poor urban boys
whose parents fear that they would
become involved in criminal activities.

24

December 2012

Evidence also suggests that schooling
does not necessarily limit child’s work as
it does in industrialized countries
(Ravallion & Wodon, 2000). Thus, it is
difficult to know the single cause of child
labor, as there is no ideal or no single
standard or easy universal policy
prescription for elimination of child labor
(Ahmed, 1999).
Where do they Work
Child labor most commonly involves
factory work, mining, agriculture, child

and lifting fifty-pound bags of beans
(IITA, 2002). Indeed, children can work
under certain conditions if specific
guidelines relating to age, education,
type of work, hours, among others are
followed. Although economic exigencies
may force them to work, it as an affront to
humanity and a disgrace on
multinational firms that employ child
labor. These children often work in
hostile conditions on cocoa farms, and
have no life other than to work. Little has
been done effectively to end this form of
child labor as the cocoa market continues
to grow.
Their Working Conditions
Economic development has also
increased the risks of work for children;
for example, the machinery and
chemicals used in modern industry and
farming can be more hazardous than in
previous decades (Grover, 2004). The
worst form of child labor is where
children work more than the standard
work day-over eight hours per day-get
paid less than the minimum wage or not
get paid at all, are forced to work in a
dangerous area where their health or
safety is jeopardised, and are unable to
participate in education and work away
from their family and home. Children
working in any industry are exposed to
the same dangers that adults face.
Because children are still developing
their physical abilities and mental
capabilities, the dangers are far greater
than that of an adult. However, not all
work can be deemed harmful to children.
In fact, they can learn responsibility and
life skills that will benefit them in future if
it is within the safety guidelines. Some
employment such as newspaper
delivery, household tasks, educational
and recreational activities is deemed to be
safe for a child.
soldier, helping their parents’ businesses,
or doing dangerous work such as
begging and prostitution (Wasserman,
2000). In some countries, children act as
guides for tourists or even bring in
business for shops or restaurants,
whereas in other countries, they are
forced to do tedious and repetitive work
such as assembling boxes, polishing
shoes, cleaning, or even textile work. But
in Africa, over 60 percent of these
children are under the age of fourteen
and work over twelve hours a day, filling

Their Salary
IITA (2002) indicates that 64 percent of
plantation workers are less than 14 years
old; 12,000 have no connection to the
family whose cocoa farm they toiled, but
only 5,100 of them were paid for their
work. Most worryingly, almost 6,000
were described as unpaid workers with
no family ties (i.e., slaves). Most
westerners unknowingly support child
labor every day or at least every week,
when they wake up to a steaming cup of
hot chocolate or indulge in a square of

25

December 2012

dark chocolate-60 to 80 percent of which
is pure cocoa (Razdan, 2006). However,
firms that use child labor do not make it
public that they employ children.
Although the statistics may not be
reliable, they lend insight into the
problem of child labor in the cocoa
industry in Africa.

Arguments against Child Labor
The benefits of eliminating child labor are
the added production capacity due to
increased education, economic gains
anticipated from improved health due to
the elimination of the worst forms of child
labor, and, enhanced opportunities for
personal development and social
inclusion. However, abrupt child labor
abolition-related policies may have
detrimental impact on Africa’s economic
structure. Studies show that children
who left the factories did not go home or
to school, but entered other kinds of
employment—all low paid, with no skilltraining value, and some quite dangerous
such as prostitution and brick-making
(Leipziger & Sabharwal, 1995). Clearly, it
is also the responsibility of the cocoa
farmers to engage in sustainable
alternatives to their current practices of
child labor.

Role of NGOs in Preventing
Child Labor
Cocoa Industry Protocol
Cocoa Industry Protocol (CIP) provides
for the development of a credible,
mutually acceptable system of industrywide global standards, along with
independent monitoring and reporting,
to identify and eliminate any use of the
worst form of child labor in growing and
processing of cocoa beans (ILO, 2001).
Under the CIP, the cocoa industry and its
partners devote resources to gather
information from the field on the nature
and dimension of the violations. The
International Institute for Tropical
Agriculture surveys labor conditions on
cocoa farms in West Africa (IITA, 2002)
International Labor Organization
The most recent commitment to the
reduction of child labor was illustrated by
the unanimous adoption of Convention
182 in 1999 on the Worst Forms of Child
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Labour by the 175 countries of ILO. ILO’s
role is to create better working conditions
for laborers. Eliminating child labor
should be the mission of the organisation.
ILO uses several strategies to stop the
child labor: education is used to show
children and their parents about
sustainable alternatives to child labor;
businesses that have been caught using
child labor or suspected of using child
labor are inspected to ensure that firms
enforce the child labor-related laws;
businesses that do employ children
legally are inspected to ensure that firms
treat the children fairly and equally, and
maintain the standards for child labor.
ILO provides legislation to countries
involving child labor issues such as age
restrictions, working conditions,
minimum wage, among others; and,
countries that do not have legislation
enforcing standards on child labor or
countries that do not police existing
legislations are given time to put
practices in place to oppose and eliminate
child labor.
Harkin-Engel Protocol
A compromise between humanitarians
and chocolate firms in 2001 resulted in the
Harkin-Engel Protocol, a document that
obligates signatories to follow a fouryear, six-point plan that would allow
firms to completely abolish the use of

child labor in the chocolate industry.
Sadly, few changes have been made, and
few programs have been launched, and
little initiatives have been taken by major
firms to eliminate child labor. Several
leading cocoa producing firms have
failed to fulfill the terms of the HarkinEngel Protocol by continuing to source
their cocoa from child labor in the Ivory
Coast. Child labor is primarily the result
of a lack of legislation to prevent the
exploitation of children. Developing
countries are the main contributors to this
problem as they have under-developed
legal systems, and thus, child labor
continues to be an acceptable business
practice in these impoverished countries.
Further, these countries lack the
resources to enforce the laws. In fact,
lobbying African governments to take
action would remove child labor or
reduce it significantly. Imposing sanction
should be seen as an alternative.
The Agreements
Africa's primary business sector is
agriculture, and its major output is cocoa
beans. Shockingly, children have worked
on these cocoa plantations for decades
without being noticed by the outside
world (Bass, 2004). The production of
cocoa is highly labor intensive, especially

in developing countries in Africa where
few resources can be utilized in the harsh
and barren environments. Further, the
forces of globalization demand the lowest
costs per product, forcing cocoa farmers
to rely on inexpensive child labor to keep
the costs down and to allow their
businesses to simply survive. Although
multilateral trade agreements-the
European Economic Community (1957)
and the North American Free Trade
Agreement (1994)-include a social clause
for fair labor standards, and several
commodity agreements-Tin Agreements
(1981), the Cocoa Agreement (1986), the
Sugar Agreement, and the Natural
Rubber Agreement (1987)-contain
provision for fair labor standards, the
problem of child labor still persists.

The Insights: Implications for
International Business Managers
Consumer Awareness through Media
As firms get increasingly global, it
becomes relatively difficult to ensure
ethical integrity in the supply chain, and
to take an ethical approach to managing
the workforce that extends beyond
organisational, national and cultural
boundaries (Legge 2000). A lack of
awareness about child labor in cocoa
industry is a major problem for
consumers. Once BBC aired a television
special on the subject of child labor,
which actually upset both firms and
human rights groups alike, which in turn
caused the government to become
actively involved (Bass, 2004). Another
BBC’s Panorama programme “No
Sweat” utilized investigative journalism
to uncover child labor and other
exploitative practices in a factory in
Cambodia despite the fact that both NIKE
and GAP have Codes of Conduct
addressing these issues.
Education is the Key
Governments, NGOs and businesses
need to do more in Africa to fight and
stand against the issue of child labor. The
Ivory Coast and Ghana-one of the largest
suppliers of cocoa beans in the world and
which make up for over forty percent of
the market—are the largest employers of
child labor to keep the cost of production
low. Education is the key to this issue.
Educating the farmers to market their
27
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products competitively and reducing
dependence on the intermediaries seem
to be a viable solution (Qureshi, 2008).
Implementation: The Agreements and
Conventions
Managers should recognize Article 32 of
the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child (1989) which suggests that state
parties recognize the right of the child to
be protected from economic exploitation
and from performing any work that is
likely to be hazardous or to interfere with
the child's education or to be harmful to
their child's health or physical, mental,
spiritual, moral or social development.
Managers should have written
documents highlighting their intent in
the area of child labor. These documents
should outline their operations plan
indicating how they manage their
projects without child labor. Certainly,
the problem can be eliminated. In 1988,
more than four million children in the
USA were employed (Corbin, 1988). Now
there are none!
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