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FARMERS AND OTHER 
VICTIMS OF TOBACCO

Art ic le 24 – the r ight 
to hea l th and suff ic ient 
nut r i t ious food

Ar t ic le 28 – the r ight to 
educat ion

Ar t ic le 3 1 – the r ight to 
le isure , p lay and cu l tu re

I n Sep tembe r 20 16 ,  t he 
i n te rna t i ona l  bu reau o f t he US 
Depa r tment o f Labo r l i s ted 16 
count r i es emp loy i ng ch i l d l abou r 
i n tobacco g row ing :  A rgent i na , 
B raz i l ,  Cambod i a ,  I ndones i a , 
Kenya ,  Ky rgyz Repub l i c ,  Lebanon , 
Ma law i ,  Mex i co ,  Mozamb i que , 
N i ca ragua ,  Ph i l i p p i nes ,  Tanzan i a , 
Uganda ,  V i e tnam , and Zamb ia .  I n 
Bang ladesh and I nd i a ch i l d ren wo rk 
to p roduce hand- ro l l e d c i ga re t tes , 
known as b i d i s . 

Recent l y,  a US watchdog g roup , 
Human R igh ts Watch ,  documented 
how i n the USA , ch i l d ren a re a lso 
wo rk i ng i n tobacco f i e l ds .  [h t t ps : //
www.h rw.o rg / repo r t /20 15/ 12 /09/
teens-tobacco- f i e l ds/ch i l d- l abo r-
un i ted-s ta tes-tobacco- fa rm i ng ]

Son ja von E ichborn
Director, Unfairtobacco.org
Germany

CHILD LABOUR IN TOBACCO GROWING VIOLATES CHILDREN’S’ RIGHTS
Accord i ng to the Inte rnat i ona l 
Labou r O rgan izat i on ( I LO) , 
tobacco g rowing as a genera l 
p rac t i ce is haza rdous to 
ch i l d ren : “The haza rds a re 
obscu red o r take a long t ime 
to be fe l t .  Fo r examp le , many 
young fa rm worke rs don’ t know 
that when they ha rvest wet 
tobacco leaves , they wi l l  be 
abso rb i ng n i cot i ne th rough the i r 
sk in .”

Ch i l d ren face many dange rs 
i n tobacco g row ing .  They can 
be po isoned by pes t i c i des , 
chem i ca l  fe r t i l i ze rs ,  and o f 
cou rse by i nges t i ng the 
n i co t i ne f rom tobacco l eaves 
th rough the i r  sk i n (G reen 
Tobacco S i ckness) . 

Ch i ld ren r isk bod i ly in ju r ies 
by car ry ing heavy loads and 
exper ience fat igue from work ing 
for long hours . Ch i l d ren can 
get ma lnour ished because they 
lack nut r i t i ous food and the i r 
fam i l i es are caught in a cyc le 
of pover ty. In b id i and c iga rette 
p roduct ion , dust exposure leads 
to pu lmonary d iseases among 
ch i l d workers . 

In add i t ion , ch i ld ren work ing in 

the tobacco sector lose the i r future, 
because they e i ther cannot attend 

school or they are not ab le to focus 
fu l ly on the i r educat ion due to the 
doub le burden of work and schoo l .

These cond i t ions v io late protect ion 
and development r ights prov ided by 
the UN Convent ion on the Rights of 
the Ch i ld . Includ ing :

Art ic le 19 – p rotect ion from a l l 
fo rms of v io lence

Ar t ic le 32 – p rotect ion 
from dangerous work and 
exp lo i tat ion

I n d i an b i d i s ( ro l l e d tendu 
l eaves) have found the i r 
way i n to fash i onab le Pa r i s 
and sma l l  bou t i que s to res i n 
London . Howeve r t hey don’ t 
re f l ec t t he ha rsh exp lo i ta t i ve 
cond i t i ons unde r wh i ch t i ny 
f i nge rs ro l l  each  o f t hese 
b i d i s i n impove r i shed I nd i an 
homes fo r p i t tance .

I n I nd i a ,  b i d i s a re the poo r 
man’s smoke.  A pack o f 25 
b i d i s cos t on ly US$ 0. 15 . 
Ma i n ly women and g i r l s a re 
emp loyed i n th i s i ndus t r y. 

Conse r va t i ve numbe rs 
es t ima te abou t 5 .5 m i l l i on 

BIDI ROLLING : TRAPPED A IN CYCLE OF SILENCE

Little boys engaged in rolling bidis in Andhra

b i d i  ro l l e r s .  Howeve r ,  Non-
gove rmenta l  o rgan isa t i ons 
and labo r un i ons es t ima te 
the numbe r i s c l ose r 
to 10 m i l l i on .  Pub l i shed 
l i te ra tu re es t ima te women 
make up 90 pe rcent o f 
t he to ta l  b i d i  emp loyment 
and a qua r te r  a re ch i l d ren , 
most l y g i r l s ,  who o f ten 
m iss schoo l  and ro l l  b i d i s 
i ns tead . 

Es tab l i shed i n the 1900s , 
t he b i d i  i n dus t r y f l ou r i shed 
t i l l  1980 , when the 
gove rnment imp lemented 
regu la t i ons to s top the Sma l l  b i d i  b unda l s ,  so l d be tween I NR 3 .5 to 1 0 (USD 0 .6 – 0 . 1 5 )

cont inued on page 2
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i n c reased by 5 ,739 pe rcent and 
247.6 pe rcent respec t i ve ly (F i g 2 ) , 
wh i l e ou tpu t fo r  o the r c rops has 
a lso i nc reased .

To b a c c o ,  p r o d u c t i o n  o n  t h e 
o t h e r  h a n d  r o s e  b y  483 
p e r c e n t  f r om  2006  t o  20 1 0 , 
a n d  t h e n  d r o p p e d  b y  79 . 6 
p e r c e n t  b y  20 1 4  a n d  c o n t i n u e s 
t o  d e c l i n e . 

Test imon ies from fa rmers conf i rm 
inc reased p roduct i on o f a l te rnat ive 
crops has resu l ted i n imp roved 
soc io-econom ic sta tus , w i th many 
fa rmers l i v i ng i n imp roved hous ing 

and a re 
ab le to send 
the i r ch i l d ren 
to schoo l , 
even up to 
co l l ege , th i ngs 
they cou ld 
not a f fo rd 
p rev ious ly 
when they 
were g rowing 
tobacco .

A l t h oug h 
fa rme r s 

h ave r e p o r t e d  b umpe r  h a r ves t s 
i n  a l t e r n a t i ve  c r o p s ,  v i a b l e 
sus ta i n a b l e  ma r ke t s  r ema i n  a 
ma j o r  c h a l l e n g e .  M i d d l emen 
q uo te  l owe r ,  u n p ro f i t a b l e  p r i c e s 
a n d t h i s  yea r ,  mos t  fa rme r s  s t i l l 
h ave  l a s t  seasons ’  h a r ves t s , 
wh i c h  i s  a  d i s i n cen t i ve  fo r  t h em 
to  con t i n u e  fa rm i n g . 

Re levant author i t i es shou ld ass ist 
these fa rmers th rough market 
search and p rov is ion of storage 
fac i l i t i es l i ke the warehouse rece ipt . 

Prov id ing suppor t to tobacco 
farmers to adopt a lternat ive crops 
and assist ing them with proper 
market ing l ike the warehouse rece ipt 
system, wi l l increase product ion 
of a lternat ive crops and reduce 
tobacco farming . 

Lutgard Koku l inda Kagaruk i 
Execut ive D i recto r,  Tanzan ia 
Tobacco Cont ro l Forum , Tanzan ia

ALTERNATIVE CROPS PROVIDE A BETTER FUTURE FOR 
TANZANIAN TOBACCO FARMERS

Tanzan i a i s a ma j o r  tobacco 
p roduce r i n Af r i ca w i t h mo re 
than 120 ,000 tonnes ha r ves ted 
i n 20 12 ,  o f wh i ch a round 85 
pe rcent was expo r ted .  Wh i l e 
tobacco i s an impo r tant sou rce 
o f gove rnment revenue ,  tobacco 
g row ing a lso damages the 
env i ronment and ha rms the 
we l l -be i ng o f commun i t i es whe re 
i t  i s p roduced .

For examp le , the Tabora Reg ion , 
a ma jo r tobacco p roducer in 
Tanzan ia , lost about 140,000m3 
of fo rest wor th more than US$10 
mi l l i on between 
2010 and 
201 1 a lone. 
Fur thermore, 
tobacco 
fa rm ing draws 
on ch i l d- labour, 
causes i l lness 
among fa rmers 
who repor t 
smok ing raw 
tobacco and 
uses tox ic 
pest ic i des that 
po l lu te the 
so i l ,  a i r and water, and i r revers ib ly 
damage the env i ronment . 

Tobacco growing a lso perpetuates 
pover ty whereby tobacco 
compan ies exp lo i t fa rmers 
by g iv ing them h igh ly p r i ced 
subs id ies , wi th the v iew of 
recover ing the loans after sa les . 
However, dur ing the purchase, 
tobacco compan ies downgrade the 
tobacco leaves and lower p r i ces , 
mak ing i t d i f f i cu l t fo r fa rmers to 
repay the debt , sub ject ing them 
to l i fet ime bondage.

To add ress these se r i ous 
ha rms ,  t he Tanzan i a Tobacco 
Cont ro l  Fo rum (TTCF ) has been 
wo rk i ng w i t h tobacco fa rme rs i n 
Namtumbo D is t r i c t  i n sou the rn 
Tanzan i a s i nce 2006 , to educa te 
them on the haza rds o f tobacco 
and p romote the adop t i on o f 
a l te r na t i ve c rops . 

The fa rme rs responded pos i t i ve ly 
and ,  between 2006 to 20 14 , 
ma ize and r i ce p roduc t i on 
i nc reased by 352 pe rcent and 
277 pe rcent respec t i ve ly,  wh i l e 
p i geon peas and sun f l owe r 

exp lo i ta t i on o f wo rke rs .  B i d i 
company owne rs came up w i t h 
an i nnova t i ve so l u t i on to move 
the p roduc t i on i n to the wo rke rs ’ 
homes ,  i n e f fec t mak i ng b i d i  a 
cot tage i ndus t r y. 

Besides helping manufacturers circumvent 
regulations, this work-at-home method 
had the added effect of bringing women 
into the bidi work force. Manufacturers say 
they are performing a national service by 
providing work for women. 

“ I f  t hey d i dn ’ t  do th i s ,  wha t othe r 
j ob cou l d these women do? ” 
sa i d one b i d i  company owne r , 
an emp loye r o f 50 ,000 women . 
I n te rms o f wo rke r comfo r t ,  “ i t ’ s 
j us t l i ke kn i t t i ng ,”  he says .  “ I t ’ s a 
f i ne-tuned ,  n i ce j ob .” 

The wor ld of b id i-ro l l ing could wel l 
be ca l led the never-end ing cycle of 
abuse. The women and g i r ls who 
ro l l b id is work from dawn to dusk 
for p iecework , pa id p i ttance for 
work ing in a crouched posi t ion a l l 
day from 9am to 1 1pm, breath ing in 
tobacco fumes letha l to the i r hea lth . 

Women’s hea l th takes a beat i ng . 
They suf fe r f rom backache and 
knee p rob lems and the tobacco 
dust makes them fee l d izzy. Over 
the long te rm , many deve lop 
ch ron i c b ronch i t i s ,  asthma 
and even tube rcu los is . Some 
comp la i n o f a bu rn ing sensat i on 
i n eyes and th roat . Many a lso 
su f fe r rheumat i c synd romes , 
a l l e rg i es , s tomach t roub les and 
hemor rho i ds . 

I t  i s ap t l y sa i d tha t t he we l l be i ng 
o f women i n any soc i e ty i s an 
i nd i ca to r o f how deve loped tha t 
s ta te i s .  The b i d i  i n dus t r y ’s 
p rac t i ces i nd i ca te tha t I nd i a s t i l l 
has a l ong way to go . 

Mira Agh i
Behavioral Scientist, Healis Sekhsaria 
Institute of Public Health India
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HEALTH SACRIFICED IN TOBACCO FARMING IN BANGLADESH

TOBACCO LEAF NOT SO GOLDEN IN CAMBODIA

when the leaves are brought out of kiln 
and at the time of sorting of leaves 
for baling. Gastro-intestinal diseases 
of various forms (ulcers, stomach pain, 
inflammation, acidity, etc.) were also seen 
in chronic form.

However, farmers do not get proper 
treatment for the illnesses reported. 
Bangladesh is the 15th largest tobacco 
producer in the world. About 50,000 
hectares of land is under tobacco 
cultivation, producing about 85,000 
tonnes of tobacco leaves. 

Farida Akhter
UBINIG, Bangladesh

Tobacco growing is a labour-intensive 
activity. Starting from the day the 
seedbed is laid, to the day the leaves 
are cured in the kiln, tobacco farming 
families and hired workers come in 
contact with toxic substances, inhale 
an assortment of chemicals, and are 
exposed to nicotine poisoning through 
the leaves. 

The harmful effects of tobacco cultivation 
on food security and the environment 
are well documented In Bangladesh. 
Concerns of the health effects of 
tobacco use are recognised and acted 
upon. However, the association between 
tobacco cultivation and health problems 
are less known. 

Research on 300 tobacco farming 
households (1 ,357 family members) 
in two major tobacco growing areas 
of Bangladesh found higher rates 
of reported health effects among 
tobacco farmers.

Unlike food crop cultivation, stages of 
tobacco growing are hazardous to health. 
As the leaves ripen from the ground 
upwards, these need several “pullings” 
(picking mature leaves and removing 
damaged ones) till entire harvest. 

All family members, including women 
and children, have to be engaged in 
the pullings. This causes illnesses such 
as backache, fever, numbness, urinary 
problems and sore eyes. Additionally, 

female workers reported mental stress, 
sleeplessness and depression. 

Use of agro-chemicals, particularly 
pesticides, is integral to tobacco 
cultivation and higher than other 
agricultural crops. Direct observation 
of tobacco fields showed that workers 
applied pesticide without using 
protective equipment.  

From sapling stage to curing, tobacco 
farmers are in touch with the leaves. 
Illnesses related to handling of wet 
leaves included weakness, vomiting, 
dizziness, increased salivation, chills, 
sweats, and abdominal pain, which 
were not seen in the control group of 
food crop farmers in the same areas. 

Women reported respiratory disease 

leaves. Thus, paid labor is needed to 
sustain large tobacco farms. 

Farmers who have quit planting tobacco cite 
difficulty in growing the crop, less profitability 
(if family labor is paid), and unstable market 
prices (subjective price from the tobacco 
buyers) as other key reasons to stop.

While farmers who are ready to shift 
planting other crops still need information 
on suitable alternatives (corn, sesame, 
vegetables), availability of markets, and 
extension of support services such as 
trainings and initial farm input subsidies to 
keep them going. 

Overall, tobacco farming is becoming less 
significant as a contributor to Cambodia’s 
agricultural sector. Land planted with tobacco 
is declining, and more rapidly in recent years. 
paid labor is not easy to find because the 
young generation opts to work for wage in 
cities and the increasing costs for farm 

operations given limited access to formal 
financing and credit institutions. 

Cultivated lands for corn, soybean, sesame, 
peanut, and mung bean have been increasing 
the past few years. About one third of former 
tobacco growers found their lives were better 
after switching to these crops while about 50 
percent of farmers reported no worsening of 
their lives after stopping tobacco.

Farmers should be encouraged to grow 
crops other than tobacco. Support and 
assistance, either from the government 
or microfinance institutions, in form of 
technical or loan should be available for 
those who wish to switch crops from 
tobacco to other crops.

Poch Bunnak, Mom Kong, Jennie Lyn 
Reyes-Peoro
Southeast Asia Tobacco Control Alliance

While declining, tobacco farming in 
Cambodia is seen to be profitable and 
no other crops can replace it. There is 
concern that tobacco control measures 
would hurt farmers and negatively affect 
the country’s economy. 

Nearly 90 percent of Cambodia’s tobacco 
farmlands are located in Kampong Cham. 
However, tobacco is grown in only six of the 
province’s 16 districts. The harvested land 
for tobacco has been declining from 8,334 
hectares in 2010 to 6,161 hectares in 2013. 

Cambodia produced 8,423 tonnes of 
tobacco in 2013, and its bulk (7,837 tonnes) 
is grown in Kampong Cham. Tobacco 
farmers are not full-time tobacco growers as 
they also engage planting other crops.

Tobacco farming is a capital and labor 
intensive activity involving many stages: 
soil preparation, planning, weeding and 
fighting pests, harvesting, and drying 
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UNFAIR CONTRACTS AND MISERY IN ZAMBIA’S TOBACCO FARMS

migrate for fear of being penalised for the 
loans they can no longer repay. 

Indebtedness among tobacco growers 
has not been properly documented. Many 
farmers are perpetually indebted because 
the farm inputs, loaned by the tobacco 
industry, often cost more than the market 
price of tobacco leaf, thus eroding their 
take home income. 

As their debts continue to build up, 
farmers are forced to carry on growing 
tobacco to avoid losing all their 
assets. This situation provides tobacco 
companies with the means to control 
the tobacco farmers. The tobacco leaf 
traders are exploiting poor farmers 
who are forced to engage their family 
members to work on the farms - usually 
women, children and people smuggled 
from the neighbouring country of Malawi. 

Tobacco workers, including children and 
breastfeeding women, are subjected to 
hard labour. They are not provided with 
protective clothing to avoid direct contact 
with tobacco leaves, which  can cause 
nicotine poisoning and exposure to high 
levels of toxic pesticides.

Storing harvested tobacco leaves poses 
another hazard as small-scale tobacco 
farmers utilize their homes, then breathe 
polluted air with no proper ventilation. 

Tobacco farmers need better protection 
from unscrupulous leaf traders and the 
many health hazards of growing tobacco. 
They also deserve fairer and standardised 
leaf prices.

Brenda Chitindi
Tobacco-free Association of Zambia

Zambia has an estimated 18,000 
registered tobacco growers, the 
majority of whom are small-scale 
farmers. The influx of migrant 
commercial tobacco farmers from 
neighbouring Zimbabwe has 
contributed to the numbers.

Zambia is among the top 20 producers 
of tobacco leaf globally, producing mainly 
burley and Virginia varieties. According 
to the International Labour Organization, 
about 60,000 hectares of land are 
planted with tobacco. 

Small-scale tobacco farmers, often with 
low literacy and poor education, sell 
to local subsidiary companies through 
pre-arranged contracts over which 
they have little control. Their lack of 
understanding of the contract can land 
them with problems.

Abson Tembo, a retired Zambia Air 
Force officer, got his retirement package 
and ventured into tobacco growing for 
the first time. He ended up losing all 
his capital. Alick Theo, another tobacco 
farmer, was brought to court for failing 
to repay his loan following one bad 
harvest.

Because tobacco companies determine 
the leaf grading system and impose high 
interests rates, tobacco farmers prefer to 
sell their produce to unauthorised dealers 
and are sometimes forced to even Women g ra d i ng tobacco l ea f i n an enc l osed 

wa rehouse w i t h no ven t i l a t i o n
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