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Chris Frazer explores the child exploitation hidden in 
our everyday technology, chocolate, and even in our 
office lift.

There are seven things that will destroy 
us: Wealth without work; Pleasure without 
conscience; Knowledge without character; 
Religion without sacrifice; Politics without 
principle; Science without humanity; Business 
without ethics. Mahatma Gandhi

What’s hiding?

“What’s hiding in your computer?” is the question raised 
by an advertisement for a PC Integrity scanner.1 If you’re 
a safety-conscious computer or smartphone owner, you’ll 
most likely have software that scans for hidden threats 
and malicious viruses. But if you were to extend this 
rigorous inspection to include the manufacturing chain 
behind our PC, what would such a scan reveal?  

This think-piece aims to highlight a major hidden 
ingredient that infects many of our consumer goods, 
and many of the foods we enjoy eating: hidden within 
much of our modern technology, are the worst forms of 
labour exploitation and abuse—of men, of women and of 
children. 

What the bar code fails to reveal

There is no trust more sacred than the one the 
world holds with children. There is no duty more 
important than ensuring that their rights are 
respected, that their welfare is protected, that 
their lives are free from fear and want and that 
they can grow up in peace. Kofi Annan

Article 32 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child2 
states that children have the right 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 the child’s health or 
physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development.” 

The article states that “legislative, administrative, social 
and education measures” should be taken towards this 
protection, particularly to: 

“(a) Provide for a minimum age or minimum ages for 
admission to employment; 

(b) Provide for appropriate regulation of the hours and 
conditions of employment; 

(c) Provide for appropriate penalties or other sanctions to 
ensure ... effective enforcement …”

It is now 23 years since the adoption of these rights. 
Yet the present circumstances expose an unpalatable 
ingredient in many of the goods we unthinkingly consume 
on a daily basis.

According to the International Programme on the 
Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC):

 ʅ there are 246 million children who are under their 
country’s minimum age for employment, often engaged 
in harmful occupations,  and working full time in the 
world today

 ʅ many child labourers work in  agriculture, fishing and 
hunting

 ʅ a large majority of working children are unpaid family 
workers, especially in rural areas

 ʅ those who are paid receive well below the normal rates, 
with rates greatly fluctuating depending upon age and 
gender

 ʅ the most common form of child labour is domestic. 
Such work is extremely hard and, given its hidden 
nature within homes, is open to physical and sexual 
abuse as well as deprivation of basic necessities such 
as food 

 ʅ 5.7 million children are trapped in forced labour, with 
the trafficking of children a growing problem

 ʅ children can be trapped in bonded labour when the 
child is used to pay off a parent’s debt, and there is 
evidence that such a debt may be passed down through 
the generations.
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Exposing child labour within the 
workplace and supply chain 

There is general agreement that not all ‘labour’ by 
children is harmful or undesirable. For example, having 
an opportunity to earn some pocket money after school 
in order to contribute to the family business or livelihood, 
is not only desirable but can teach valuable life skills. 
Moreover, it is argued that enforcing a ‘one size fits all’ 
child labour policy across countries and cultures could 
create more harm than good.

The International Labour Organisation 6 has described the 
forms of child labour that need to be eliminated as:

1. Work that exposes children to physical, psychological 
or sexual abuse.

2. Work that is under ground, under water, at dangerous 
heights or in confined spaces.

3. Work with dangerous machinery, equipment and tools, 
or that involves the manual handling or transport of 
heavy loads.

4. Work in an unhealthy environment which exposes 
children to hazardous substances, agents or processes, 
or to temperatures, noise levels, or vibrations damaging 
to their health.

5. Work under particularly difficult conditions such as 
working for long hours or during the night, or work 
where a child is unreasonably confined to the premises 
of an employer.

Because child labour activities are often hidden, accurate 
data is extremely hard to come by. Indeed, it is likely that if 
children are engaged in the production of the raw material 
that forms a small part of the final product and that may 
be manufactured in another country, the actual ‘slave’ 
labour component may go unrecognised. 

In its response to the United States Department of 
Labour’s guidelines on what identifies goods made by child 
labour or forced labour,7 the National Consumers League 
(NCL) recommended that wherever a child is engaged in 
either the harvesting, extraction, assembly or production 
of raw materials, a list of all the end products should be 
made publicly available. 

Table 1:  Child labour distribution by branch of economic activity, 5-17 

years old3

4

Sisal plant Cotton

Child labour is utilised extensively in manufacturing. 
This is supported by evidence in the 2008 United States 
Department of Labour report 5 which identifies over 122 
goods in 50 countries produced by a child or forced labour. 
The majority of goods are in agriculture where products 
such as coffee, cocoa, cotton and rice are produced for 
consumption in homes and business around the world, 
including New Zealand. 

Many manufactured goods—such as clothing, footwear 
and carpet—and mined minerals—such as coltan, 
diamonds, bricks and coal—have been produced by tiny 
hands made to work so that developed countries can 
receive goods including laptops, mobile phones and 
jewellery, at bargain prices. 

 If the price you are paying for the latest in fashion or 
technology seems too good to be true, then it is highly 
likely that what benefits you is actually causing suffering 
and hardship to children in the communities where all or 
part these products are produced.



NCL cited the example in Brazil, where children are 
involved in the harvesting of sisal. Sisal is used, for 
instance, in the manufacture of rope, cloth, carpets, dart 
boards, speciality papers, handicrafts and mattresses. And 
even in our office lifts: NCL states that sisal ‘is also used as 
the fibre core of the steel wire cables of elevators, being 
used for lubrication and flexibility purposes.’ 

It is estimated that some 416,460 children—of whom 
224,960 are under 14 years of age—are working on cotton 
seed farms.8 We are familiar with cotton in its raw state, 
and its production into goods like clothing and bed linen. 
But nearly half of the cotton produced is used in industrial 
products such as wall coverings, book bindings, zipper 
tapes, medical supplies and tarpaulins. 

Uncovering the causal factors that 
underpin child labour

Why do we have to pay the price of poverty? 
We didn’t create poverty, adults did. Sultana, a 
12 year old factory worker from Bangladesh, 14 
February 19989

The exploitative use of children as labour has featured on 
the global agenda since 1919, when the first International 
Convention against child labour 10 was adopted. A number 
of strategies and Conventions followed. In 2006, when 
it appeared the numbers of children engaged in labour 
was declining world-wide, the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) launched a global campaign aimed at 
eliminating the worst forms of child labour by 2016. 

Yet today, the rate of decline is slowing and there remains 
more than 115 million children still engaged in the worst 
forms of child labour. 

Why? What are the key causal factors? The Social Research 
centre of the American University in Cairo11 states that 
“...child labour should be understood as a symptom of a 
deeper and more complex situation within a particular 
societal context. In recent years, research in Egypt has 
sought to identify the factors involved in causing child 
deprivation. Few research projects concentrated on 
the factors involved in the proliferation of child labour. 
Research findings indicate a clear link between aspects 
of child deprivation—in fact deprivation of basic child 
rights—and child labour. Numerous studies have identified 
a triangular relationship between poverty, deprivation 
of education, and various forms of child vulnerability 
including child labour.” 

The group Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing 
Foundation (ECLT),12 affirms that, while poverty is a 
dominant factor in why children are engaged in labour 
as they work to supplement a meagre family income, it is 
by no means the only factor. The eradication of poverty 
is but one step towards the elimination of child labour 

exploitation. Others influences will be contextual—
distinctive to each child’s circumstances, their home 
setting,  and the country in which they live—conspiring to 
drive children into hazardous employment. 

For example: 

 ʅ children can fall prey to traffickers

 ʅ a child engaged in hazardous work within the family 
setting might not be viewed as an exploitative situation 
as it might be the family ‘norm’ 

 ʅ many families have been decimated by HIV/Aids, leaving 
many children orphaned, often caring for younger 
siblings, and giving the child no option but to work

 ʅ parents may ‘sell’ their children to pay off a debt or 
secure a loan as a desperate survival measure

 ʅ cuts in a country’s social spending, especially in the 
areas of education and health, can leave families in dire 
straits, unable to afford the cost of education or health 
care and forcing a child into work as a survival strategy 
for the family

 ʅ because of ‘just in time’ supply chains and narrow 
profit margins, companies may opt to hire children in 
preference to adult workers—the wage will be lower, 
and a child will be more compliant to an employer’s 
demands.

One female parent families are particularly vulnerable 
to extreme poverty, and there is a heavy reliance upon 
child labour among this group. Endeavouring to bring 
child labour exploitation to an end, without putting the 
necessary support structures in place to increase family 
financial resilience, could leave families and communities 
in far worse circumstances. Yet, for whatever reason 
children are forced to work long hours, their childhood 
is stolen from them. Without the opportunity for an 
education, there is simply no chance of a better future 
for the child, or the subsequent generations, when 
they become trapped in a cycle of extreme poverty and 
deprivation. 

Today, this situation is being increasingly recognised as 
a key human rights issue around the world. There have 
been a number of initiatives over the past few years aimed 
at addressing this important issue and working towards 
a world free of child labour, with overwhelming global 
support of the ‘Education for All’ movement.13 Yet the ILO 14 
warns that there needs to be a renewed commitment by 

If the price you are paying for the latest in 
fashion or technology seems too good to be 
true, then it is highly likely that what benefits 
you is actually causing suffering and hardship 
to children in the communities where all or part 
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while positive progress has been achieved, the chocolate 
companies are a long way from fulfilling their pledge to 
eradicate child labour from our favourite sweet. 

David Martin, a Labour Member of the European 
Parliament,17 said, “Ten years ago, the big chocolate 
companies promised to get rid of child trafficking in 
the cocoa industry in West Africa, but there is still only 
a tiny amount of ‘Traffick Free’ chocolate. According to 
the charity Stop the Traffik, in these 10 years, the cocoa 
industry has earned £600 billion. Only 0.0075% of this has 
been invested into improving working conditions in West 
Africa.”

So, some progress has been made, and governments 
are becoming more aware that child exploitation in our 
world’s production chains can no longer be ignored. And 
now, many non-government organisations are working to 
improve the plight for the children and their families. 

But is this sufficient? No! There are many complex issues 
associated with child labour. The abolition of child 
exploitation requires a whole of society approach—and 
that includes all of us. 

The power is within our wallet

While, at present, many children have no choice 
but to help produce many of the goods that fill 
our supermarket shelves and shopping malls, 
consumers do have the option. The power is 
within our wallet, to push for positive, life-
giving change by choosing products guaranteed 
not to have been produced in exploitative 
circumstances. Chris Frazer, April 2012 

1 http://www.integrityscanner.com/

2  Convention on the Rights of the Child. Adopted and opened for signature, ratification 
and accession by General Assembly resolution 44/25 of 20 November 1989. Entry into 
force 2 September 1990, in accordance with article 49.

3 http://www.ilo.org/ipec/facts/lang--en/index.htm

4 http://www.childinfo.org/files/ChildProtection__from_violence_exploitation_abuse.
pdf 

5 United States Department of Labour report , ‘list of goods produced by child labour or 
forced labour, 2008.

6 ILO Recommendation 90.

7 National Consumers League, Washington, October 2007, comment on the ‘Notice 
of Proposed procedural Guidelines for the Development and Maintenance of the List 
of Goods from countries produced by Child Labour or Forced Labour Pursuant to the 
Trafficking Victims Reauthorisation Act of 2005.’ 

8 IBID

9 The Global March Against Child Labour movement.

10 International Convention against child labour, the Minimum Age (industry) Convention 
(No. 5).

11 Working Children in Egypt, http://www1.aucegypt.edu/src/childlabor/factors.htm

12 Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation, http://www.eclt.org/about/
overview.html 

13 Education for all is a global movement aiming to meet the learning needs of all 
children, youth and adults by 2015, as cited in ‘Facts on Child Labour, International 
Labour Organisation, Geneva, April 2010.  

14 ‘Facts on Child Labour, International Labour Organisation, Geneva, April 2010.  

15 Read more: http://www.tv3.co.nz/Season-2-Ep-10---Chocolate/tabid/934/
articleID/62060/Default.aspx#ixzz1poHT5rTj

16 Sackett, Marjie, ‘Forced Child Labour and Cocoa Production in West Africa’. 

17 David Martin, a Labour MP who is a member of the European Parliament’s trade 
committee, speaking before the plenary session vote said “the UN cocoa agreement is 
good on sustainability. The EU will now sign up to it, and ensure it supports our serious 
attempts to stop child labour,” March 14, 2012.

governments when it comes to budget allocations and 
priorities.  The ILO makes it clear that the “current global 
economic crisis cannot serve as an excuse to shift our 
priorities”. 

A powerful determinant to the spread of 
an exploitative virus

To buy means to have power, to have power 
means to have responsibility. Florence Kelly, first 
executive secretary NCL

While governments have the primary responsibility, in 
partnership with civil society as a whole, to urgently 
address the worse forms of child labour and its  root 
causes and consequences,  no one living in our global 
community can ignore the issue. Child labour practices are 
deeply embedded within many of the goods we buy, and 
we cannot look the other way. 

From technology to chocolate

Last year Kiwis reportedly spent $200m on chocolate. Sales 
spike twice yearly – once around Easter and again around 
Christmas.15 Chocolate is a delectable treat, yet hidden 
within the shiny packaging is a not so palatable ingredient. 
The cocoa industry has profited from the use of forced 
labour since the late 1800s, when slavery was an accepted 
and legalised practice, and this has continued far after the 
abolition of slavery. 

The first boycott of slave-produced cocoa was carried out 
by William Cadbury who, upon hearing reports of possible 
slavery on cocoa farms in Portugal, sent a member of 
the Anti Slavery Society to investigate. After receiving 
confirmation, he immediately boycotted Portuguese cocoa 
and persuaded two other chocolate firms to do likewise.16

Fast forward many years, and the cocoa sector is a 
thriving, international, multimillion dollar industry. Yet 
the taint of slavery still tarnishes the taste of the final 
product. Nearly 100 years after the Cadbury boycott, 
reports continue to surface about the use of child labour 
in cocoa farms in Ghana and Cote d’Ivoire. When the BBC 
aired a documentary in 2000 about this exploitation, 
there was a public outcry. Consequently, there was a raft 
of initiatives and efforts by governments, ranging from 
trying to improve working conditions for the children and 
make sure they are offered educational opportunities, to 
the actual elimination of child labour. In 2001, chocolate 
manufacturers agreed to put in place a voluntary Cocoa 
Protocol, known as the Harkin-Engel Protocol,  in which 
they committed themselves to eliminating child labour 
within the cocoa processing chain. 

The companies put in place a plan of action intended to 
lead to ‘slave free chocolate’ by 2005, but this deadline was 
later extended to 2008. Ten years have now passed and, 
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