
expose tobacco.org  1  

Tobacco Industry and 
the Environment 

 

 
Global 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
CHILD LABOUR: Work below the minimum age 
for work, as established in national legislation 
that conforms to international standards, 
includes the worst forms of child labour.1 
 
WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOUR: Refer to 
activities such as- … forced labour, slavery, 
prostitution…and hazardous work, in 
accordance with the ILO Convention.2  
 
HAZARDOUS WORK: Work which, by its nature 
or the circumstances under which it is carried 
out, is likely to harm the health, safety, or 
morals of the child.3 ILO directs countries to 
consult with employers and workers to identify 
the types of hazardous work that should be 
prohibited by law or regulation.4 Hazardous 
work lists may describe specific activities, 
occupations, industries, or conditions.  
 
CHILD LABOUR IN TOBACCO FALLS UNDER 

“WORST FORMS OF CHILD LABOUR”5 

The hazards of tobacco handling6 and toxic 
exposure to pesticides used in tobacco farming 
are undisputed. Child labour in tobacco 
rightfully falls under the category “worst forms 
of child labour” due to the hazardous nature of 
work in the tobacco sector. According to 
International Labour Organization (ILO) 
Conventions, child labour in such sectors 
should be prohibited along with forced labour 
and commercial exploitation of children 
(prostitution and pornography). Countries like 
India, Brazil, Malawi7 South Africa, Uganda, 
Ghana,8 prohibits or penalizes those that allow 
children to work in tobacco fields.9 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
COUNTRIES REPORTED TO HAVE CHILD LABOUR IN TOBACCO10 

About 125 countries produce tobacco11 with the majority of the world’s 

tobacco grown in China and India.12 However, reports on child labour 

are scanty.  

 
1. Argentina 8. Kyrgyz Republic 15. Tanzania 

2. Bangladesh 9. Lebanon 16. Uganda 

3. Brazil 10. Malawi 17. Vietnam 

4. Cambodia 11. Mexico 18. Zambia 

5. India 12. Mozambique  19. Zimbabwe 

6. Indonesia 13. Nicaragua   

7. Kenya 14. Philippines  

 

 
Source: US Department of Labour, 2020 List of Goods Produced by Child Labour or Forced 

Labour. 
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https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ILAB/child_labor_reports/tda2019/2020_TVPRA_List_Online_Final.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ILAB/child_labor_reports/tda2019/2020_TVPRA_List_Online_Final.pdf
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Tobacco Industry Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in Child Labour: An Inherent Contradiction13 

 

Tobacco is uniquely harmful and kills half of its users. The tobacco industry’s commercial interest is in conflict with basic 
human rights. The tobacco industry’s so-called CSR and self-reporting is counterproductive.14 Furthermore, the tobacco 
control treaty requires policies on tobacco production to be protected from tobacco industry interference.15  
 

To give an impression of fighting child labour, transnational tobacco 

companies flaunt their self-reporting system on agricultural practices 

and supply chain audit (due diligence) regimes;23 as well as their 

anti-child labour initiatives,24 which is largely based on the work of 

Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing (ECLT).25 In undertaking 

such so-called social responsibility (CSR) activities to eliminate child 

labour, the transnational tobacco companies give a false notion that 

it is comparable with the rest of the business community26, thereby 

diverting attention from the fact that tobacco production is not like 

any other business: tobacco products are unique in that they provide 

no social benefit, kill 8 (eight) million people annually27 and cost the 

global economy USD 1.4 trillion every year.28 

 

Publicity of the so-called CSR, in addition to being a violation of 

many tobacco sponsorship bans around the world, also gives a false 

impression that the tobacco industry can be relied on to undertake 

voluntary due diligence practices on its supply chain;29 even when 

World Health Organisation’s Framework Convention on Tobacco 

Control (WHO FCTC) provides that the tobacco industry must be 

strictly regulated by governments and cannot be trusted to provide 

any form of self-regulation.  

 

The tobacco industry employs a public relations strategy that diverts 

attention from the true impact of child labour in tobacco production, 

obscures genuine solutions, undermines diversification strategies, 

drowns the voices of stakeholders, and escapes culpability. 

Consistent with expert recommendations and good practices, WHO 

FCTC guidance recommends strong government regulation30 and 

frameworks, independent research, and diversification that are 

sustainably financed and protected from tobacco industry 

interference.31 

 

Because of the need to protect against TI interference, non-

government organisations (NGOs) and government officials refuse 

partnerships with the tobacco industry.32 Only civil society not 

affiliated with the tobacco industry are allowed to engage with 

governments;  private sector partnerships of the tobacco industry 

with the governments are not acceptable.33 

  

  Quick Stats   
 

• Estimated Child Labour Globally: 

160 million children (1 in every 10 

children world-wide)16 

• Estimated Child Labour in 

Hazardous Workplaces: 79 million 

children17 

• Estimated Child Labour in 

Agriculture: 112 million children18 

• Estimated Tobacco Child Labour: 

1.3 million children19 

• Benefit of eliminating child labour:  

US$ 2-5 trillion (vs US$ 760 billion in 

cost)20 

• Causes of Child labour: Poverty and 

demand for cheap labour,21 lack of 

well enforced laws22 

 

“Our voices are being drowned 

out by false promises of 

economic prosperity from 

cigarette makers and leaf buying 

companies.”  – Tobacco and 

Allied Workers Union of Malawi 

(TOAWUM), 2014 

 
 

QUICK STATS 
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            UNFAIR  PRACTICES OF TOBACCO COMPANIES THAT    
                              AGGRAVATE CHILD LABOUR:  

 

Tobacco workers and stakeholders assert that tobacco 

companies are “perpetuating extreme forms of child labour” 

and provide these practices as basis. Tobacco companies:  

 

A. Keep wages low. Tobacco companies determine the level of 

wages and have control over the salaries that suppliers or 

contractors pay.39  

B. Keep tobacco prices low and loan interest rates high for 

agricultural inputs. Tobacco companies “determine the price of 

agricultural inputs, seeds, pesticides, and other supplies,40 ….as 

well as the price and classification of the tobacco leaf once it’s 

harvested… small farmers have little control or room to 

negotiate.”41 

C.  Provide incentives such as loans that keep farmers dependent, 

although real prices or financial benefits remain low.42 The 

solution to eliminating child labour in the tobacco sector lies in 

shifting farmers to alternative livelihoods. 

D. Deny rights to organize43 and refuse to accept unions as part of 

negotiations,44 leading to a lack of collective bargaining 

agreements and freedom of association.45  

E. Drown out voices of genuine stakeholders. The involvement of 

tobacco executives and tobacco- funded groups in so-called CSR 

activities further obscure the voice of the real stakeholders.46   

Tobacco companies use agricultural front groups, partner with 

renowned organizations, and work with businessmen and 

politicians to lobby against tobacco control measures, 

effectively suppressing progress towards diversification 

strategies.47 

F. Allow living and working conditions to remain poor. This 

includes poor housing, poor drinking water, polluted soils, 

reduced protections of occupational health and safety. Notably, 

tobacco companies encourage “excessive use of hazardous 

agrochemicals”.48  

G. Avoid having direct responsibility over the welfare of farmers. 

To avoid culpability for the above practices, the tobacco 

companies hide behind layers of contracts and protocols.49 The 

tobacco companies have not shown that their contracts fully 

protect the sector against child labour (i.e., where wages and 

prices are sufficiently high, or where they take responsibility for 

child labour and cover for damages arising from the same).  

 

 

 

• Nicotine poisoning with symptoms  

such as insomnia, dizziness,  

headaches, dehydration, fatigue,  

nausea and vomiting caused by  

absorption of nicotine via skin  

during the handling of tobacco  

(Green tobacco sickness).34 

 

• Impeded economic and social  

advancement of the child due  

to loss of education.35 

 

• High risk of cancer, tuberculosis, 

infertility, psychological 

imbalance, immune system 

dysfunction and neurological 

damage due to long durations of 

hazardous exposure to chemicals 

such as pesticides, herbicides, 

fumigants and growth inhibitors, 

causing serious health harms.36 

 

• Long term malnutrition and 

infectious diseases due to poor 

nutrition and hygiene during 

developmental stage owing to 

lack of adequate food, clean 

water and sanitation facilities.37  

 

• Long term musculoskeletal 

damage due to repetitive strain 

injuries resulting in chronic pain, 

arthritis, muscle twitching and 

bending of bones; caused by 

constant heavy lifting and 

strenuous manual labour.38 

 

IMPACT ON THE CHILD 
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PARTS OF THE SUPPLY CHAIN WHERE CHILD LABOUR IN TOBACCO HAPPENS 

 

Child labour happens mainly in the production stage of the tobacco supply 

chain up to delivery to leaf buyers and/or factories for manufacture. Tobacco 

companies have not looked through its whole supply chain to stamp out child 

labour.50 Notably, most of its CSR focuses on farms.51 

a. Growers/Farmers  
b. Leaf dryers / processors 
c. Leaf storage facility 
d. Local Leaf buyers or consolidators/ cooperatives 
e. Cigarette / tobacco factory 
f. Distributor/ Exporter 
g. Importer/ Wholesaler 
h. Retailer 
i. Consumer 
 

 

TYPES OF HAZARDOUS WORK IN TOBACCO SECTOR UNDERTAKEN BY 

CHILDREN 

 

Agriculture, in general, is classified as one of the three most hazardous sectors 

of activity, along with construction and mining.52 As of 2020, 112 million 

children are employed in agriculture, which makes up 70% of all children in 

child labour, and mostly include children aged 5 to 11 years.53 Children 

employed in tobacco perform the following tasks, which have severe 

detrimental consequences on the health and safety of the child.54 

 

  • Cutting tobacco leaves  • Removing flowers and competing 
leaves from plants  

• Planting tobacco seedlings • Tying or piercing leaves to attach them 
to bamboo sticks for drying 

• Watering fields  • Lifting sticks of tobacco leaves and 
loading them into curing barns 

• Applying fertilizers • Climbing onto beams in curing barns to 
hang tobacco to dry 

• Mixing and applying 
pesticides  

• Maintaining fires to heat curing barns 

• Spreading tobacco in the 
sun to dry 

• Untying dried tobacco leaves from 
bamboo sticks 

• Harvesting tobacco leaves 
by hand 

• Sorting and classifying dried tobacco 

• Carrying bundles of 
harvested leaves 

• Wrapping or rolling of leaves to 
prepare them for curing  

• Bundling dried tobacco 
into bales 

• Digging with hoes to prepare fields for 
planting 

Source: “The Harvest is in My Blood” Hazardous Child Labour in Tobacco Farming in Indonesia. Human Rights 
Watch (2016). [accessed 7 June 2021]. 

 

https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/indonesia0516web_0.pdf
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How does the tobacco industry undermine efforts to eliminate child labour? 
 

01. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Tobacco industry’s public relations (PR) and 

lobbying strategies to eliminate child labour are 

diametrically opposed to internationally-agreed 

solutions to child labour.  

Aside from the ILO’s strategies to address 

decent work deficits in the tobacco sector55, 

the WHO FCTC’s Policy Options and 

Recommendations on Economically Viable 

Alternatives to Tobacco Growing (in relation to 

articles 17 and 18 of the WHO FCTC)56 laid out 

strategies to address problems in tobacco 

production including child labour. This 

primarily calls for farmer and worker-driven 

policies and programs towards 

diversification57 that are sustainably financed 

and protected from tobacco industry 

interference.58 However, the tobacco 

companies lobby and influence policy making 

(even use undue influence) to delay or resist 

tobacco control59, to exaggerate its 

contribution to the economy,60 dilute political 

will through symbiotic relationships with the 

tobacco industry and politicians,61 and use 

front groups that promote tobacco company 

interests62 effectively drowning out genuine 

stakeholder interests. 

 

 

• Agreed solutions also include 

recommendations for tobacco-growing 

countries to “consider reallocating public 

funds/subsidies used for tobacco 

production to alternative 

livelihoods/activities.”63  In contrast, the 

tobacco industry is leveraging on 

incentives that ensure dependency on the 

crop64, despite tobacco prices remaining 

low.65  

 

• The tobacco industry falsely uses economic 

downfall and worker’s plight in tobacco 

agriculture to counter tobacco tax  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

02. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

increases,66 when in reality, the rate of 

change in consumption allows sufficient 

time for adjustments towards 

diversification.67  

 

• Sustainable financing of diversification 

programs is crucial in eliminating child 

labour in tobacco, and yet, the tobacco 

companies vehemently oppose all forms of 

tobacco tax increases, including those that 

have a potential to sustainably fund 

diversification programs.68 

 

 

The tobacco industry’s practice of incentivizing 

tobacco production and undermining 

diversification strategies keeps farmers 

addicted to tobacco farming, and children tied 

to labouring on tobacco farms.  

As part of its core business and supply chain, the 

tobacco companies provide a false impression 

that they are supportive of tobacco farming and 

its related communities by, among others, 

providing so-called CSR initiatives for technical 

and financial support for farming.69 However, 

incentivizing tobacco farming goes against 

diversification, which is a key solution to 

addressing the health and environmental harms 

of tobacco.70 Governments should instead 

incentivize alternative livelihood71, and should 

not be made to compete with tobacco industry 

incentives to tobacco production. 

 

Financial arrangements contrived by the tobacco 

industry are purposed to keep farmers addicted 

to tobacco farming.72 Some of the incentives 

provided by tobacco companies, such as loans, 

are meant to continually lure tobacco farmers 

and workers into tobacco production and keep 

them dependent to it,73 and ultimately, 

constantly indebted and impoverished.74 This 

perpetuates the use of child labour. 
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Tobacco companies’ so-called Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives divert 

attention from tobacco’s impact on child 

labour 

CSR activities on labour rights involve 

approaches that scholars have criticized as 

“ineffective in improving labour standards” 

(e.g., private voluntary initiatives like social 

auditing, ethical certification and supplier 

codes of conduct);75 due to the “serious gaps 

between CSR promises and actual 

outcomes.” Tobacco companies’ CSR, such as 

education programs, supplier due diligence 

or good environmental/ agricultural 

practices,76 are worse in that, among others, 

they divert attention from tobacco company 

practices that perpetuate child labour and 

worsen its impact.77 The tobacco industry is 

primarily responsible for child labour in its 

supply chain because it keeps tobacco prices 

and wages low, then provide “incentives” 

that keep farmers in debt, deny bargaining 

powers to workers, allow working conditions 

to remain poor, drown out the voices of 

stakeholders and avoid direct responsibility 

for them.  

 

Tobacco CSR builds their brand and 

corporate image,78 but obscures the extent 

of harm caused by tobacco production.79 A 

study that calls for stronger tobacco 

sponsorship bans80 show that the tobacco 

transnationals use Twitter to project that 

they are leading in the elimination of child 

labour but fail to show how they caused the 

problem.81,82 In many countries, publicizing 

these activities are deemed violation of 

sponsorship bans required by the WHO 

Framework Convention on Tobacco Control 

(FCTC) which is embodied in the UN SDGs.83   
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Tobacco companies’ front groups hinder true 

stakeholder participation and drown out the 

voices of farmers and workers.84   

Global consensus and treaty policy dictates 

that tobacco companies have no place in 

policy making related to agricultural 

diversification, and that such efforts must be 

driven by workers/ farmers.85 Specifically, 

governments are urged to promote 

“alternatives to tobacco growing and avoid 

tobacco industry obstruction in programs 

meant for the welfare and diversification of 

tobacco growers and workers and the 

protection of the environment…”86 

 

However, tobacco farmers and workers 

directly affected in tobacco production and 

involved in environmental harms, are poorly 

represented. This is exacerbated by the fact 

that transnational tobacco companies have set 

up and funded front groups like International 

Tobacco Growers’ Association (ITGA)87 to 

lobby on their behalf and to represent 

farmers’ socio-economic arguments88 for 

purposes of challenging tobacco control 

measures such as tax increases.89  Tobacco 

workers have also accused the tobacco 

companies of drowning their voices with false 

promises during discussions around the value 

of the tobacco industry-funded Eliminating 

Child Labour in Tobacco Growing (ECLT) 

Foundation.90 Furthermore, the tobacco 

industry took up stakeholder space in 

discussions on diversification through the 

Philip Morris funded Foundation for Smoke-

Free World’s (FSFW) Agriculture 

Transformation Initiative (ATI),91 despite the 

need to protect agricultural and 

environmental policies on tobacco from 

commercial and vested interests of the 

tobacco industry, in line with Article 5.3 of the 

WHO FCTC. 
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Notably, the interests of tobacco companies 

and laborers are diametrically opposed: 

Tobacco industry’s interest is to seek the 

lowest price/highest profit and to avoid 

culpability for health and occupational 

harms;  while the laborer’s interest is to 

increase prices and to be compensated for 

harms. 

 

The tobacco industry avoids culpability and 

refuses to compensate children for 

damages. 

Overall, the tobacco industry tries to distance 

itself from the reality of deaths and harms.92 

Ultimately, any “social good” the tobacco 

industry does is fake if it does not 

acknowledge responsibility for all the deaths 

and diseases caused by its products93 

throughout the product life cycle. 

 

In the aspect of tobacco production, the 

tobacco industry has yet to be held 

accountable for failure to root out child 

labour in its supply chain. When held to 

account for children’s plight, it firmly avoids 

culpability through legal defenses and 

attempts to play the victim. Through its third-

party contracts, tobacco companies try to 

distance themselves from being responsible 

for child labour. For instance, 

• PMI claims to impose standards94 on its 

supply chain but, in different countries, 

uses third parties instead of direct 

purchase to impose this standard,95 

thus, removing itself from potential 

liability. 

• In 2020, children of Malawi sued British 

American Tobacco and Imperial Brands, 

both based in the UK for compensation 

to damages arising from child labour.96 

And although this resulted in US barring 

imports of Malawi tobacco97, the  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

tobacco companies have sought a 

dismissal of the case based on the 

grounds that “lawyers for the farming 

families cannot prove the tobacco they 

grew ended up in their cigarettes and 

other products.”98  

• In 2007, Brazilian tobacco companies 

sought to escape employer duties by 

pointing to the service agreement 

contract (as opposed to an employment 

contract). This supports the observation 

that the tobacco company’s response to 

human rights involves shifting the 

ultimate culpability to leaf companies and 

dressing this up with public relations 

strategies.99 

• In a Brazilian Child Labour investigation in 

1998, the producers (primarily BAT 

affiliates) were found to be “the victims, 

and not the responsible party, since they 

ended up being forced to rely on their 

children’s work in order to meet the 

conditions stipulated in the clauses 

imposed by the companies”.100   

• In 2021, a large Brazilian tobacco exporter 

faced slavery charges for contractual 

employment of nine children, all 

underpaid, living in poor conditions and 

suffering from acute intoxication and 

nausea. The company said it was not 

responsible for the workers, despite 

having a contract with the farm 

owners.101 

Notably, governments are mandated to 

cooperate with one another in dealing with 

tobacco industry liability, including 

compensation.102 The tobacco industry, which 

continues to forego responsibility for the 

illegal exploitation of children in the tobacco 

industry’s production workforce, needs to be 

called to account. 
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