
 
 

December 11, 2013 

Martin J. Barrington 
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer 
Altria Group, Inc. 
6601 West Broad Street  
Richmond, Virginia 23230 
 
Dear Mr. Barrington, 

Please accept my greetings on behalf of Human Rights Watch. Human Rights 
Watch is an international nongovernmental human rights organization that 
conducts research and advocacy in over 90 countries around the world on a 
wide variety of human rights issues (see www.hrw.org). Among those issues is 
child labor, which we have reported on in the United States, El Salvador, Mali, 
Tanzania, Morocco, Uzbekistan, Indonesia, India, and other countries. In 2010 
we published a report on hazardous child labor and other human rights abuses 
in tobacco farming in Kazakhstan.  

We are writing to you today to share preliminary findings with you concerning 
our recent research on child labor in tobacco farming in the United States. We 
hope to initiate a constructive dialogue with Altria Group, Inc. regarding 
concerns related to child workers in tobacco farming.  

From May-October 2013 Human Rights Watch conducted research on child labor 
in tobacco farming in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia. We 
interviewed approximately 140 children ages 7-17 who stated that they worked 
in tobacco farming in 2012 or 2013, as well as children and parents who 
described other children working in tobacco farming.  

The specific jobs children said they did on tobacco farms included: planting 
seedlings, weeding, thinning tobacco plants, repositioning plants that were 
leaning, topping, pulling off suckers, and applying pesticides.  

On farms with flue-cured tobacco, children reported doing the following jobs: 
hand harvesting tobacco leaves, machine harvesting tobacco leaves, filling 
cages with tobacco leaves for drying, sorting tobacco leaves, and packing 
tobacco leaves.  

On farms growing burley tobacco, children reported: cutting tobacco plants, 
carrying cut tobacco plants, spearing tobacco plants on sticks for hanging, 
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carrying sticks with several tobacco plants, lifting sticks with several tobacco plants onto trucks or 
to workers to hang the sticks in the rafters of a barn, hanging sticks with tobacco plants in barns, 
taking down sticks of burley tobacco plants from barns, and stripping leaves off dried tobacco. 

The vast majority of children with whom Human Rights Watch spoke were working for hire. Most 
children were hired by a labor contractor or a labor subcontractor. Some children were working 
directly for tobacco growers. Only a few children worked on family farms, without pay. A few of the 
very youngest children worked with their parents sporadically and without pay.  

The vast majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they lived in the states 
in which they worked and worked primarily or exclusively in the summer months. Human Rights 
Watch also interviewed a few children who migrated to or within the United States for work.   

Preliminary Findings 

Health and Safety 

Nicotine Poisoning/Green Tobacco Sickness and Other Health Risks 

A majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described experiencing symptoms 
consistent with acute nicotine poisoning (Green Tobacco Sickness) while working, including, 
variously, nausea, dizziness, lightheadedness, headaches, vomiting, and loss of appetite.  

Some of these symptoms may be linked to pesticide exposure or working in conditions of high heat 
and high humidity without sufficient rest, shade, and hydration.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch said they lacked personal protective 
equipment, which would help minimize the amount of exposure to wet tobacco leaves and tobacco 
leaves that had been treated with pesticides or other hazardous chemicals.  

Some also reported difficulty sleeping together with symptoms of nicotine poisoning. 

Some children also reported itchy skin and skin rashes.  

Some children also told Human Rights Watch that water from tobacco plants would splash into their 
eyes or mouth during topping or pieces of tobacco leaves would fall into their eyes or mouth while 
lifting sticks with tobacco plants to be hung in barns.  

A few children reported respiratory and allergic symptoms while working in tobacco fields or in 
curing barns.  

Exposure to Pesticides 

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported that they saw tractors spraying 
pesticides or growth regulators in the fields in which they were working or in fields adjacent to the 
ones in which they were working. These children often reported being able to smell and/or feel the 
chemical spray as it drifted towards them. Many reported some or all of the following symptoms 



after coming into contact with the spray: burning eyes, burning nose, itchy skin, nausea, vomiting, 
dizziness, redness and swelling of the mouth, and headaches.  

A few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they applied pesticides to tobacco 
plants with a handheld sprayer and backpack and a few reported operating tractors that were 
spraying pesticides on tobacco fields. 

Extreme Temperatures 

All children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they often worked in high temperatures 
and high humidity typical for the summer months in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee and 
Virginia, and many stated that they were expected to work without additional breaks in such 
conditions.  

Water 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that the contractor or grower provided 
water to them while working, usually from a cooler. Some children told Human Rights Watch that the 
water provided was not clean or drinkable. Other children told Human Rights Watch that employers 
did not provide water at all.  

Lack of Shade 

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have the opportunity to 
shelter in shade during the work day. Some children reported that the shade available was inside 
vehicles used to transport the workers to the worksite, or in wooded areas, in the event the worksite 
was located near a wooded area.  

Lack of Sanitary Facilities  

Very few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported having access to a bathroom. Most 
children told Human Rights Watch that they would relieve themselves in wooded areas, if there were 
any near to the worksite, or refrain from relieving themselves at all during the day, including by 
declining to drink liquids. Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would 
drive them to a nearby gas station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public 
facility or to the grower’s home if it was located near the worksite, where children would use a 
bathroom.  

Lack of Hand Washing Facilities 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have access to hand 
washing facilities. Many children stated that they rinsed their hands with water from the cooler 
provided, but did not use soap to wash their hands.  



Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would drive them to a nearby 
gas station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the grower’s 
home if it was located near the worksite, where children would be allowed to wash their hands.  

Lack of Personal Protective Equipment 

Almost none of the children interviewed by Human Rights Watch were given any kind of personal 
protective equipment by their employer.  

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore black plastic garbage bags over their 
clothes to prevent their clothes from becoming soaked by water on the tobacco plants after rain or in 
high humidity conditions that created heavy dew. Children’s parents typically bought the plastic 
bags for them to wear. Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch did not wear plastic 
garbage bags because doing so made them overheat.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore latex or cloth gloves, which in most cases 
they or their parents bought. Some child workers said that the gloves available were too large for 
their hands or it was difficult for them to perform the work at the pace required while wearing gloves, 
so they worked without them.  

Several children told Human Rights Watch that they worked in bare feet or socks when the mud in 
the fields was deep and they lacked appropriate footwear. 

Repetitive Motions and Lifting Heavy Loads 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described performing prolonged repetitive motions, 
including working bent over at the waist, twisting their wrists to top tobacco plants, crawling on 
hands and knees, or reaching above their heads for extended periods of time. Children reported 
muscle soreness, aches, and pain in their backs, shoulders, arms, hands, and fingers after engaging 
in repetitive motions.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed child workers who reported loading heavy sticks of harvested 
tobacco plants onto flatbed wagons to be transported to barns for curing. Children also said they 
lifted heavy sticks of tobacco plants over their heads to other workers who would hang the sticks in 
the rafters of barns for curing.  

Work with Dangerous Tools, Machinery, Heavy Loads, and at Heights 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they used hoes to remove weeds 
from tobacco fields, as well as axes or hatchets to cut burley tobacco during the harvest and spikes 
to spear burley tobacco plants. Some children told us they sustained cuts and puncture wounds 
from working with these sharp tools.  

A few children said they operated or worked in close proximity to dangerous machinery, including 
mowers used to trim tobacco plants, tractors used to harvest tobacco leaves, and balers used to 



compress leaves into bales. In Kentucky, Human Rights Watch interviewed a few children who drove 
tractors while working in tobacco. Some children reported injuries related to operating or being near 
heavy machinery.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed children who told us they climbed into the rafters of barns, with 
and without ladders, to hang sticks of harvested burley tobacco to dry. Children described climbing 
to significant heights as crews of workers formed several tiers to pass sticks of tobacco upward to 
be hung in the barn for curing. While engaging in this work, children said, they straddled planks that 
were sometimes positioned two or three feet apart. 

Wages and Hours 

Wages 

Most children we interviewed reported earning minimum hourly wage for their work. Some children 
reported being paid by check and some were paid in cash.  

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch received less than minimum wage. Some 
children reported to Human Rights Watch earning more than minimum wage. Some children 
interviewed by Human Rights Watch said that they earned piece rate wages during the burley 
tobacco harvest based on the number of tobacco plants they cut and/or hung in barns.  

Some children reported to Human Rights Watch problems with wages including deductions by the 
contractor or grower for water or for reasons that were not explained to them or because of what they 
believed were inaccurate recording of hours by contractors.  

Working Hours 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described working long hours, typically between 10-12 
hours per day, and sometimes more. Some children worked shorter days, because the day’s work 
had been completed or because the contractor or grower allowed workers to end the day early due 
to heavy rain or very high heat. Other children reported working through adverse weather conditions.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch worked 5 days per week; some worked fewer, and 
some children reported working 6 or 7 days per week.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they were allowed two or three 
breaks per day.  

Education 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch had migrated for work and missed several 
months of school. Some children reported skipping days of school to work in tobacco. Some 
children reported working long hours after school that interfered with their ability to keep up with 
schoolwork.   



Questions 

We are interested in learning more about the policies and practices Altria Group, Inc. has in place 
regarding child labor and other labor practices in its global supply chain. In particular, we are 
interested in the following information: 

1. What policies or procedures does Altria Group, Inc. have in place regarding the use of child 
labor in tobacco farming in its supply chain? In particular, we note the following Altria Group 
policies regarding child labor in its supply chain in the United States and internationally as 
stated in various Altria Group publications: 

a. The Altria 2013 Supplier Code of Conduct states: “Child Labor: Within the U.S., states 
have differing laws regarding the employment of minors in tobacco production. 
Domestic tobacco growers must comply with the applicable state minimum age 
requirements. In addition, the U.S. Secretary of Labor has declared that certain 
agricultural occupations are hazardous and cannot be performed by minors under 
16. Our contracts, however, provide that domestic tobacco growers may not assign 
anyone under 18 to work in these occupations” (page 22). 

The Altria Supplier Code of Conduct also states: “All other Suppliers, including 
international tobacco suppliers, must comply with the minimum age requirements 
prescribed by applicable laws or the International Labor Conventions, whichever are 
higher, unless a specific contract contains stricter age requirements” (page 7).  
http://www.altria.com/Responsibility/Supply-Chain-
Responsibility/Documents/Supplier_Code_of_Conduct_Brochure.pdf. 

b. The Altria 2012 Corporate Responsibility Progress Report states: “Child Labor: Our 
companies require a minimum age of 18 or the minimum age required by law, 
whichever is higher, for employment” (page 66): 
http://www.altria.com/Interactive/2012CRReport/index.htm#?page=1  

2. In particular, we would welcome clarification on the following: 

a. Does Altria Group, Inc. maintain different policies regarding child labor in its United 
States supply chain and in its supply chain in other countries?   

b. Under Altria Group, Inc. policies, what specific tasks are children allowed to do and 
prohibited from doing on tobacco farms in Altria Group, Inc.’s United States supply 
chain?  

c. Under Altria Group policies, what is the minimum age specified for child labor in 
Altria Group, Inc.’s international supply chain? 

 



3. How does Altria Group, Inc. monitor the treatment of child workers on farms supplying 
tobacco to Altria Group, Inc. or to Altria Group, Inc. subsidiaries or suppliers? 

4. Does Altria Group, Inc. have policies or procedures to prevent and alleviate labor rights 
violations, and other human rights violations in its global supply chain? What are these 
policies or procedures?  

5. What policies does Altria Group, Inc. have in place regarding working hours and breaks for 
workers engaged in tobacco farming on farms supplying tobacco to Altria Group, Inc. or to 
Altria Group, Inc. subsidiaries or suppliers o? How does it monitor the implementation of 
these policies? 

6. What policies does Altria Group, Inc. have in place regarding provision of water, shade, 
sanitary facilities and hand washing facilities to workers on tobacco farms in its global 
supply chain? How does it monitor the implementation of these policies? 

7. What steps does Altria Group, Inc. take to ensure that workers on tobacco farms in its global 
supply chain, and not only growers, are informed about nicotine poisoning/Green Tobacco 
Sickness, risks associated with pesticide exposure, risks associated with dangerous tools, 
heavy machinery, and working at heights, and other health concerns?  

8. What policies does Altria Group, Inc. have in place regarding the proximity of workers on 
tobacco farms in its supply chain to active spraying of pesticides or other hazardous 
chemicals by tractors, given the risk of workers’ exposure to pesticides as a result of drift 
when working near tractors that are spraying? How does Altria Group, Inc. monitor the 
implementation of these policies? 

9. What mechanisms does Altria Group, Inc. have to ensure the freedom of association for 
workers on farms which supply tobacco to Altria Group and to Altria Group subsidiaries and 
suppliers? Does the company believe that freedom of association includes a process for 
employers to recognize employee associations for the purposes of collective 
bargaining? Has Altria Group, Inc. established such a process on farms with which it or its 
subsidiaries contract? 

10. Has Altria Group, Inc. identified or received any reports of child labor or other labor 
violations or other concerns about the treatment of workers on tobacco farms in its supply 
chain either from workers or from others in 2011, 2012 and 2013? If so, what actions has 
Altria Group, Inc. taken?  

11. Does Altria Group, Inc. have a mechanism whereby workers employed in its global supply 
chain may submit complaints regarding labor practices or other concerns? If such a 
mechanism exists, what steps does Altria Group, Inc. take to ensure that workers are 
informed of this mechanism and the manner in which they can use it? If such a mechanism 
exists, how many child workers or other workers have used it in 2011, 2012, and 2013? What 



steps does Altria Group, Inc. take to ensure that workers who file complaints do not face 
retaliation?  

12. We would be grateful to receive data on Altria Group, Inc.’s total tobacco purchases in the 
United States as well as its total tobacco purchases in each of the following states: North 
Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia, in 2011, 2012, and 2013.  
 

13. We would be grateful for data on how these numbers compare to Altria Group, Inc. tobacco 
purchasing in other countries.  
 

14. We would be grateful for data on worker deaths and injuries, if possible, disaggregated by 
age, gender, and ethnicity, for all countries from which Altria Group, Inc. and its subsidiaries 
supply tobacco.  

Human Rights Watch seeks to obtain information that will ensure accuracy in our reporting. We will 
be grateful if you can formally respond to this letter so that we can incorporate your perspective into 
our analysis and our report. We would welcome your response by January 24, 2014. 

We would also like to arrange a meeting with you or senior Altria Group, Inc. staff and Human Rights 
Watch experts on child labor to discuss these issues. You may reach us by email or phone to arrange 
a mutually convenient time for such a meeting (buchanj@hrw.org and +1 212 216 1857). We will also 
be in contact with your office in the coming weeks regarding a convenient time for this meeting.  

Sincerely, 

                                                                      
Arvind Ganesan        Jane Buchanan 
Director         Associate Director 
Business and Human Rights Division      Children’s Rights Division 
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February 11, 2014 
 
Arvind Ganesan, Director 
Business and Human Rights Division 
 
Jane Buchanan, Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 
Human Rights Watch 
350 Fifth Avenue, 34th Floor 
New York, NY  10118-3299 
 
Dear Arvind and Jane: 
 
Thank you for inviting us to participate in a conversation about child labor in tobacco farming in the United States. I appreciate you 
speaking with me on the phone recently and sharing more about the work you are doing.  

We too are concerned about this issue and have developed and support programs to help growers understand their obligations 
relative to this topic.  We are interested to learn more from your research. We believe that we can both be more effective on this 
topic by engaging others in the broader U.S. agricultural supply chain to join the conversation.  

We are passionate about the sustainability of the agricultural supply chain we rely on for our tobacco, most of which comes from the 
U.S. In recent years, we have been particularly focused on the on-farm work experience. This drove us to understand more about 
the labor supply chain in U.S. agriculture. What we learned was agriculture is a diverse and complex industry, inclusive of many 
stakeholders, such as growers, farmworkers, labor suppliers, government agencies, non-government organizations and companies 
that source agriculture products.   

We also invested time to visit and assess every single one of our contracted domestic growers. These visits highlighted to us that 
most growers understand the importance of positive grower / worker relationships, but also that additional resources are needed to 
help growers and those who provide labor understand our expectations as well as the complex legal and regulatory environment 
associated with sourcing and employing workers. Our approach to fostering improvement is to engage our growers and others in 
the solution and to work with our growers to raise their understanding of their obligations. 

We used our learnings to develop operating principles to help guide our initiatives. As our efforts gain momentum, we hope others in 
the agricultural system will participate in addressing important issues facing growers and workers. In the meantime, I enclose the 
following attachments which describe our approach to further improve working conditions on tobacco farms: 

 Information and exhibits in response to your questions 
 Questions for your consideration 

 
Thank you again for the opportunity to engage with you on this subject. We look forward to further conversation.  

Sincerely, 

 
Jeanette Hubbard 
Vice President, Procurement 

Cc:     Jennifer Hunter, Senior Vice President, Corporate Affairs, Altria Client Services Inc. 
             Howard A. Willard, Executive Vice President, Chief Financial Officer, Altria Group, Inc. 



 
  
 
 
 

 
2 

 

Attachment 1: Information to address questions raised in Human Rights Watch  

December 13, 2013, letter 

 
Our Approach 

Our business practices are guided by our Mission and Values and informed by external 
perspectives. Respect for people is fundamental to the way we conduct business.  The ten 
principles of the United Nations Global Compact and the International Labour Organization 
Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work inform our principles and policies for 
employees and our expectations of suppliers.   

To uphold and promote these principles, Altria and its companies respect the rights of our 
employees and establish a culture of respect based on our Mission and Values, Code of Conduct 
and policies.  We work with suppliers who promote actions consistent with our Mission and Values 
and Supplier Code of Conduct.  We also collaborate with others in industry and society to address 
human rights issues where our companies have a role to play.  

The sustainability of our tobacco supply chain is critical to our businesses. Altria Client Services 
(ALCS), on behalf of Philip Morris USA (PM USA), U.S. Smokeless Tobacco Company (USSTC) 
and John Middleton (Middleton), contracts directly with domestic tobacco growers and buys 
tobacco from tobacco suppliers who source both domestically and internationally.  A significant 
majority of our tobacco is sourced domestically; however, due to the competitive nature of our 
industry, we do not share specific sourcing data.  We work with growers and suppliers to help 
improve on-farm practices that contribute to agriculture sustainability.  We have established a 
comprehensive infrastructure to help achieve our goals, including internal principles and policies, 
programs, assessments, partnerships and external engagements.   

Agriculture is a diverse and complex industry that involves many stakeholders, such as growers, 
farmworkers, labor suppliers, government agencies, non-government organizations and 
companies that source agriculture products.  Tobacco is one crop in this broader agricultural 
system. In fact, most farms that raise tobacco grow other crops as well.  Tobacco represents 1.6% 
of total field crop acreage across Kentucky, North Carolina, Tennessee and Virginia1.  Within 
tobacco producing farm enterprises, tobacco represents 15% or less, on average, of their 
enterprise acreage, depending on tobacco type.2  While certain issues are unique to tobacco, such 
as Green Tobacco Sickness (GTS), most are not.   
                                                           
1
 Source: USDA NASS QuickStats (1/17/2014) 

2
 Source: 2011 Current Grower Survey, Center for Tobacco Grower Research 
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In light of this broader context, we take a “systems” approach to managing our tobacco supply 
chain, recognizing that addressing farm labor issues and opportunities require the input and 
participation of all concerned stakeholders.   
 
Understanding the Issues 

As an example of our approach to understanding the issues, in 2010, ALCS initiated an in-depth 
review of farm labor practices in the U.S. to gain a broader understanding of: 

 the size and scope of migrant farm labor in the U.S. across agricultural crops, including 
tobacco; 

 relevant laws and regulations; and  
 on-farm opportunities to support our tobacco growers and help them address farm labor 
issues. 

 
Based on what we learned, we developed the following operating principles to help guide our work 
and our engagement with stakeholders: 

 Focus on enhancing the grower and farmworker relationship, with respect to the laws, 
regulations and other social norms which govern these relationships 

 Engage with the presumption of good intent of our suppliers and involve them in the solution 
 Seek agriculture-wide solutions and foster continuous improvement of our suppliers 
 Leverage existing infrastructure where possible 

 
Setting Supplier Expectations 

We appreciate the importance of setting clear expectations with our suppliers and monitoring their 
progress against these expectations.  Specifically, we address labor and working conditions 
through the following policies, procedures or programs: 

 Supplier Code of Conduct 
 Supplier Contracts with Child and Forced Labor Provisions 
 Industry Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) Handbook 
 GAP Guidelines and Assessment 
 Social Compliance Audits 

 
Specific to child labor our position is clear and consistent across all geographies – all suppliers, 
including tobacco suppliers, must comply with the minimum age requirements prescribed by 
applicable laws or the International Labour Conventions, whichever is higher.  
 
Domestic tobacco growers must comply with the applicable U.S. and state minimum age 
requirements.  Additionally, the U.S. Secretary of Labor has declared that certain agricultural 
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occupations are hazardous and cannot be performed by minors under 16.  Our grower and 
supplier contracts take it one step further and provide that domestic tobacco growers may not 
assign anyone under 18 to work in these hazardous occupations.  As deemed by the U.S. 
Department of Labor, Wage and Hour Division (U.S. DOL), examples of hazardous occupations 
include:  driving a bus, truck or automobile when transporting passengers, or riding on a tractor as 
a passenger or helper; and in handling or applying agricultural chemicals classified as category l 
toxins.   
 
While we have policies, procedures and programs that address labor and working conditions, our 
domestic GAP program, formally launched by PM USA in 2004, forms the cornerstone of our 
engagement with growers and promotion of improved on-farm practices.  The scope of the GAP 
program has evolved and now focuses on several topics to include supporting good labor 
management practices, on-farm safety, reducing negative environmental impact and promoting 
operational efficiencies.   

In addition, we recognized the opportunity to: 
 work with others to harmonize the domestic GAP guidelines;  
 provide training to growers through a credible third-party; and  
 assess progress to identify areas for improvement. 

 
Assessing the grower’s application of the training is also critical. All direct-contracted growers are 
required to comply with GAP requirements.  PM USA and USSTC began conducting on-farm GAP 
assessments with direct-contracted growers in July 2010.  In 2011, 2012 and 2013, PM USA and 
USSTC continued the on-farm GAP assessment process and assessed 100% of their domestic 
direct-contracted growers in each of those years.  
 
In 2012, representatives of Altria’s tobacco companies worked with representatives from grower 

associations, other tobacco manufacturers, land-grant universities and other tobacco stakeholders 
to develop the first ever industry-wide U.S. Tobacco GAP handbook (enclosed with this letter). This 
handbook created a harmonized set of guidelines and record-keeping requirements that growers 
could more easily understand and use.  Feedback from growers was positive as prior to this, PM 
USA, USSTC and their competitors required the growers to adhere to separate GAP guidelines.  
We also recognized the opportunity to support a training program to build awareness of the 
obligations associated with the harmonized set of guidelines.  To accomplish this ALCS provides 
funding to enable the Agriculture Extension services of the land grant universities to take on the 
role of providing consistent harmonized GAP training to all domestic tobacco growers.  This is 
significant as this training had previously been delivered by individual companies.  
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The U.S. Tobacco GAP handbook contains explicit requirements regarding the topics raised in 
your questions, including: 
 

 Training farmworkers on GTS prevention and protocols and on how to avoid heat stress 
 Scheduling work activity to limit exposure to wet tobacco  
 Using workers under the age of 18, other than grower’s children 
 Prohibiting minor workers from doing work that is hazardous or likely to harm the minor’s 

health or safety 
 Providing readily accessible potable water for all workers provided free of charge 
 Making available working toilets and hand washing facilities located close to each other and 
within a ¼ of a mile walk of the fields or transportation is available to workers 

 Training, application considerations, required signage and use of protective equipment when 
applying chemicals. 

  
Each of these assessment items are remediable, meaning that if requirements are not met, the 
grower is required to implement a remediation plan and will be reassessed to ensure compliance 
gaps have been addressed. 
 
In addition to the assessment conducted by ALCS on behalf of PM USA or USSTC, a third-party 
entity also conducts grower assessments using the same GAP assessment tool to assess the 
grower’s implementation of the GAP guidelines.   
 
We also communicate on a regular basis about on-farm health and safety issues through our bi-
annual grower newsletter.  Past communications include farm labor management requirements 
and GTS and other health and safety topics (as an example, we have enclosed a Tobacco 
Leaders Program newsletter). 
 
Additionally, we have grower representatives, who are company employees who live and work in 
tobacco-growing communities. Their purpose is to build relationships with growers and promote the 
GAP program. We have observed higher contract and GAP compliance with the implementation of 
our comprehensive engagement strategy.  
 
Outside the U.S., PM USA and Middleton buy tobacco from suppliers who purchase tobacco in 
countries including Brazil, Argentina, Macedonia, Turkey and Malawi. International tobacco 
suppliers must comply with the minimum age requirements prescribed by applicable laws or the 
International Labour Conventions, whichever are higher, unless a specific contract contains stricter 
requirements.   
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Until 2013, Malawi was an auction market system with limited oversight on production practices, 
including social responsibility issues such as child labor.  Beginning with the 2013 crop season, it 
was estimated that approximately 80 percent of all burley tobacco from Malawi would be produced 
by growers through an Integrated Production System which is based upon direct contracting 
between the supplier and grower.  A benefit to procuring tobacco through suppliers that source 
through direct-contracted growers is that the supplier is required to develop and implement a GAP 
program.  

Similar to the domestic program, PM USA and Middleton work with tobacco suppliers to promote 
and maintain GAP among growers, including crop management, environmental management and 
labor management, to include where applicable, GTS protocols.  We then assess those suppliers 
to make sure the GAP programs are in place and communicated to their direct-contracted growers. 
As part of GAP, each supplier must have a documented child labor prevention policy and 
contractual requirements with contracted growers, train field staff and provide printed materials to 
growers about preventing the use of child labor.  

In 2010, PM USA and Middleton began requiring their tobacco suppliers to certify that they have 
implemented GAP programs with their respective growers.  In 2012, PM USA and Middleton 
enhanced the international GAP scorecard from a yes/no format to a Likert scale format.  This 
shifted the assessment to focus on continuous improvement in addition to compliance with a 
minimum standard.   

During 2013, PM USA and Middleton continued international GAP assessments. An independent, 
third-party assessor, via a sampling of growers, validated whether the: 

 tobacco supplier had implemented a GAP program; 
 program included specific content such as crop management, environmental stewardship and 
labor management; and 

 program had been communicated to the tobacco supplier’s contracted growers. 
 
After each third-party assessment, PM USA and Middleton review results with the tobacco 
suppliers for both immediate remediation and future GAP program enhancements.   

Lastly, we actively encourage suppliers to respect the legal rights of their employees to join or not 
to join any lawful association without fear of reprisal or intimidation.  In addition to GAP 
assessments, we also use social compliance audits, which are conducted by a third-party, to 
monitor supplier’s adherence to specific elements of the Supplier Code of Conduct, including 

Freedom of Association. 
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Engaging with Stakeholders 

We embrace a multi-stakeholder engagement approach supportive of a systems view of 
addressing human rights and labor issues in agriculture.  Examples of our engagements with 
stakeholders to address labor challenges are as follows: 
 
Farm Labor Practices Group (FLPG) 

In 2012, PM USA, USSTC and Middleton were founding members of the FLPG. The goal of the 
FLPG is to help both farmers and farmworkers in production of labor-intensive crops better 
understand and comply with applicable labor laws and regulations, and to foster improved farm 
labor practices, where needed, that shape a worker’s experience on the farm.  
 
Other members of the FLPG include representatives of other tobacco manufacturers, leaf 
suppliers, growers, workers, faith-based investors and U.S. DOL.  
 
This multi-stakeholder group has agreed to:  

 develop and test training and education opportunities to augment the capabilities and impacts 
of existing training and education efforts;  

 explore the potential effectiveness and impact of various grievance mechanisms; and  

 explore future partnership opportunities related to workforce sustainability and the health and 
safety of farmworkers.  

 
In addition, the group is exploring the challenges associated with growers sourcing labor from 
Farm Labor Contractors (FLCs) and what role additional training could have to help address the 
issues.   
 
We are excited to share that in conjunction with the U.S. DOL, the FLPG has begun piloting 
enhanced training on labor issues at certain grower meetings in North Carolina and Kentucky this 
year. This pilot reflects an early outcome of the collaborative work of the FLPG. The training was 
developed by the U.S. DOL, with support from other FLPG members, to specifically address 
common deficiencies U.S. DOL typically finds while conducting farm inspections.  The training 
covers the law and best practices related to record keeping, pay, housing, transportation and use 
of FLCs. Initial feedback from U.S. DOL and growers indicates that this training is relevant and 
useful.  Further enhancements will be incorporated into the program based on post-training 
surveys that are being conducted with growers.  
 
Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco (ECLT) 

Altria's tobacco companies are members of the Geneva-based ECLT. PM USA helped found this 
organization which brings together businesses, growers and labor representatives for the purpose 
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of ending the inappropriate use of child labor in tobacco growing.  This organization undertakes 
projects to help stop child labor in international tobacco growing regions, including Malawi. 
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Attachment 2: Questions concerning Human Rights Watch Initiative 

 

Having a better understanding of the Human Rights Watch (HRW) initiative can allow us to gain 
additional insights into potential opportunities to address.   

During our recent conversation, you requested that we share our questions in writing.  We 
appreciate the opportunity to do so in this attachment and offer them below:   

 Will HRW make available information about the research methodology, including, for 
examples, the manner in which respondents were selected and a copy of the interview 
questions?  

 What reportable information did the HRW team collect to help in the interpretation of the 
data and findings? (e.g., size of farm, location of farm, whether or not the farm participates 
in a Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) program, whether or not workers were sourced by a 
Farm Labor Contractors (FLC), whether or not the FLC was certified) 

 Has HRW tabulated their data in such a way to report the frequency of specific observations 
and were these cross-tabulated against characteristics of the respondents and factors such 
as those listed above? 

 Does HRW’s research indicate which growers were the sources of the concerns raised? We 
understand the potential sensitivity here, but ask as we could cross reference this 
information against our grower database and work with the grower to address the situation 
highlighted. 

We continue encouraging HRW to involve a broader range of stakeholders, including growers, in 
this effort.  Reflecting diverse perspectives can improve understanding of the issues.  To help with 
this, we suggest the following individuals and organizations that we consider to be key 
stakeholders on the topics you raised. 

 Richard Blaylock, District Manager, U.S. Department of Labor, Wage and Hour Division 

 Erica Peterson, Executive Vice President, North Carolina Agribusiness Council  

 Sonia C. Velazquez, Executive Director, Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco 
 



1 
 

 
March 31, 2014 
 
Martin J. Barrington 
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer 
Altria Group, Inc. 
6601 West Broad Street  
Richmond, Virginia 23230 
 
Dear Mr. Barrington, 
 
Thank you for your letter of February 11, 2014 and for the call of 
January 9, 2014 and the meeting of March 14, 2014. We appreciate 
the constructive dialogue with Altria Group. We have appreciated the 
opportunities to learn more about Altria Group’s policies and 
practices concerning child labor. We look forward to seeing you on 
April 10 in Raleigh when we will present our findings and 
recommendations at the Farm Labor Practices Group meeting.  
 
We are writing today to share with you some additional information 
regarding the counties in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee in 
which children reported working. We are also taking this opportunity 
to share our key recommendations to businesses purchasing tobacco 
in the United States. We have included answers to the questions you 
posed in your February 11, 2014 letter.  
 
Counties where Children Reported Working 
As we explained previously, consistent with our methodology for 
investigating human rights worldwide, we go to great lengths to 
protect the confidentiality of interviewees. Out of concern for 
interviewees’ security, we are unable to report specific farms where 
children worked, but we can share a list of counties where children 
reported working in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee 
(attached). Due to the very small number of children we interviewed 
in Virginia, we are unable to provide county-level information for that 
state. 
 
While we hope our list of counties might help to guide Altria Group’s 
efforts to address hazardous child labor on farms in its supply chain, 
we would encourage the company to do a comprehensive 
investigation of child labor in every county from which Altria Group 
purchases tobacco. Due to the small size of our team and the nature 
of our methodology, we are not in a position to conduct a broad 
survey to examine conditions in every tobacco-growing county in the 
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US. However, our research indicated patterns of hazardous child labor on tobacco 
farms in many different locations, and we urge Altria Group to look beyond the 
counties we identified in order to investigate thoroughly child labor on all US 
tobacco farms in its supply chain.  
 
Recommendations 
We would like to take this opportunity to share our initial recommendations for 
tobacco manufacturing companies and tobacco leaf companies which we believe are 
essential to protect children from hazards particular to tobacco farming.  We look 
forward to discussing these recommendations with you. Human Rights Watch has 
also developed detailed recommendations for other relevant actors, including the US 
Congress, the US Senate, the President of the United States, the US Department of 
Labor, the Environmental Protection Agency, tobacco-producing states, tobacco 
growers’ associations and Farm Bureaus, agricultural employers, and the 
International Labour Organization.  
 
Human Rights Watch bases these recommendations on our research findings which 
we detailed to you in our December 11, 2013 letter, extensive reviews of available 
public health literature, interviews with public health researchers, analysis of 
national laws and practice, analysis of ILO laws and reports, interviews with ILO 
experts on child labor, interviews with representatives of the Eliminating Child 
Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation (ECLT), and ECLT materials.  
 
Based on our findings, Human Rights Watch believes that no child under age 18 
should be permitted to work with tobacco in any form, including plants of any size or 
dried tobacco leaves, due to the inherent health risks posed by nicotine and the 
pesticides applied to the crop.  
 
Because exposure to tobacco in any form is unsafe, Human Rights Watch has 
determined, based on our field investigations and other research, that as a practical 
matter there is no way for children under 18 to work safely on US tobacco farms when 
they have direct contact with tobacco plants of any size or dried tobacco leaves, 
even if wearing protective equipment. Though protective equipment may help 
mitigate exposure to nicotine and pesticide residues, rain suits and watertight 
gloves would not completely eliminate absorption of toxins through the skin and 
would greatly increase children’s risk of suffering heat-related illnesses. The 
inadequacy of protective equipment to protect children, as documented by Human 
Rights Watch in the US, seems likely to extend to tobacco farms outside the United 
States. 
 
A number of countries have laws or regulations prohibiting all children from working 
in tobacco farming, or from performing the majority of tasks in which they come into 
direct contact with tobacco in any form, including Brazil, India, Malawi, Kazakhstan, 
Russia, and Uganda.  
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Recognizing the risks to children of work in tobacco farming, the US Department of 
Labor proposed regulations in 2011 that would have prohibited all children under 16 
(the minimum age for hazardous work in agriculture in the US) from “all work in the 
tobacco production and curing, including, but not limited to such activities as 
planting, cultivating, topping, harvesting, baling, barning, and curing.” The 
regulations were withdrawn in 2012. The ILO Committee of Experts has strongly 
urged the US government to reconsider withdrawal of the proposed regulations. 
 
This evidence and our analysis are further detailed in our forthcoming report, as are 
additional recommendations.  Our key recommendations to businesses purchasing 
tobacco in the United States include:  
 
Regarding Child Labor 

• Adopt and implement policies globally prohibiting the use of child labor 
anywhere in the supply chain. The policy should specify that hazardous work 
for children under 18 is prohibited, including any work in which children come 
into direct contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves. 
Consistent with ILO conventions, the policy should also prohibit work by 
children under the age of 15, except for light work by children ages 13 to 15, or 
the minimum age provided by the country’s laws, whichever affords greater 
protection. The policy should specify that it is in effect throughout the supply 
chain in all countries irrespective of local laws that afford lesser protections. 
 

• Strive to phase out the use of child labor in the supply chain by establishing 
clear timeframes.  

 
• Ensure that all contracts with growers and suppliers should include specific 

language prohibiting the use of children in hazardous work under 18, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco leaves of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Establish and carry out penalties for those 
in the supply chain who violate the no-child labor policy. The penalties 
should be sufficiently severe and consistently implemented so as to have a 
dissuasive effect. Discontinue contracts with farms that repeatedly violate the 
policy prohibiting child labor. 

 
• Provide training to agronomists, suppliers, growers, workers, and others on 

the hazards to children of working in tobacco. Utilize outside experts on child 
labor to conduct these trainings where appropriate. 

 
• Establish a regular and rigorous internal monitoring process in all countries in 

the supply chain. 
 

• Engage qualified third-party monitoring for child labor in supply chains in all 
countries.  
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• Engage a third-party organization to develop a no-child labor policy as 

outlined above, including the structures for its effective implementation.  
 

• Develop or enhance collaboration with local stakeholders to eliminate child 
labor on tobacco farms, including by: 

 
o Working with federal and local government officials, including the 

Office of Migrant Education, to ensure access to education for 
farmworker children.  
 

o Implementing, with meaningful input and participation from 
farmworker children, their families, and local stakeholders, free 
summer programs each year for both migrant and local children, as an 
alternative to working in tobacco farming. Programs should provide 
age-appropriate educational, recreational, and leadership 
development opportunities to children under 18.  

 
o Collaborating with local stakeholders to identify other summer 

employment opportunities for children as alternatives to working on 
tobacco farms.  

 
o Where possible, cooperating with the ILO’s International Programme 

on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), UNICEF, nongovernmental 
organizations, and others undertaking efforts to prevent child labor, 
including through the provision of alternatives to working in tobacco 
farming. 

 
o Establishing a scholarship fund to provide young farmworkers with 

economic support to pursue higher education. The scholarship 
application should account for the unique circumstances of 
farmworker children’s educational paths.  

 
o Investing in rural health infrastructure to ensure tobacco workers and 

their children have access to health services.  
 

o Collaborating with land-grant universities and extension services to 
enhance agricultural education in tobacco-growing communities, and 
to provide farmworker families with access to land for small-scale 
agricultural enterprise.  

 
Regarding Industry-Wide Multilateral Initiatives 

• Develop an international industry-wide standard to prohibit hazardous work 
for children under 18 on tobacco farms, including any work in which children 
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come into contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves; 
establish minimum age requirements consistent with ILO conventions.  
 

• Amend the US Tobacco Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) labor management 
guidelines to specify that hazardous work for children under 18 is prohibited, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco plants of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Consistent with ILO conventions, the 
standard should also prohibit work by children under the age of 15, except for 
light work by children ages 13 to 15. This standard should be a contractual 
requirement for all US tobacco growers. 

 
• Engage meaningfully in multi-stakeholder initiatives, including with a view to 

support tobacco industry efforts to promote the elimination of child labor in 
the tobacco supply chain, effective monitoring of these policies, and 
initiatives to support alternative employment, education, and recreational 
opportunities for children in tobacco-growing communities.  

 
• Increase financial support to nongovernmental organizations working to 

eliminate hazardous child labor in tobacco farming.  
 

• Establish a pooled fund to support programs that provide alternatives to child 
labor in US tobacco farming and/or consider expanding programs through the 
Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation to include the 
United States. 

 
Thank you for the questions you posed in your February 11, 2014 letter. We have 
attached answers based on our standard methodology and our research for this 
project.  
 
We look forward to discussing these recommendations with you and welcome any 
updates to Altria Group’s existing policies and practices regarding child labor, so 
that we have the most up-to-date information for our research and reporting.  
 
Best regards,  
 

 
Arvind Ganesan  
Director 
Business and Human Rights Division 

  
 
Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Cc: Jeanette Hubbard, Vice President, Procurement 
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Question 1: Will HRW make available information about the research methodology, 
including, for examples, the manner in which respondents were selected and a copy 
of the interview questions? 
Human Rights Watch Methodology around the World 
The methodology Human Rights Watch uses in our work worldwide is based 
principally on in-depth interviews with victims of alleged human rights abuses, in 
this case with child tobacco workers. Human Rights Watch does not do nor claim to 
do representative sampling; rather, we identify individuals to interview based on 
their direct experience with the situation we are investigating. To the greatest extent 
possible, participants are interviewed individually and in private; children may be 
interviewed with one or both of their parents present. Interviews are always 
completely voluntary.  
 
We also conduct interviews with other individuals who can provide additional 
background and perspectives on the particular issues we are examining, such as 
relevant experts, members of local organizations, and government officials. And 
where appropriate, we consult records and official data including court transcripts, 
medical reports, and data from hospitals, including other sources.  
 
Methodology Specifics regarding Our Research on Child Labor in US Tobacco Farming 
For this project, Human Rights Watch interviewed 141 children ages 7-17 who stated 
that they had worked in tobacco farming in the United States in 2012 or 2013. During 
multiple field research trips between May and October 2013, Human Rights Watch 
interviewed 80 children in North Carolina, 46 in Kentucky, 12 in Tennessee, and 3 in 
Virginia.  
 
We asked each child questions about their employment, employers, wage and hours, 
working conditions, health, education, and other issues. Interviewees were 
identified with the assistance of individuals and organizations providing legal, 
health, educational, and social services to farmworkers; farm labor contractors; and 
through outreach by Human Rights Watch researchers in farmworker communities.  
 
In addition, Human Rights Watch interviewed three people ages 18-21 who had 
worked in tobacco as children, and seven parents of child tobacco workers. Human 
Rights Watch researchers also conducted interviews with 36 people with knowledge 
on the issue, including representatives of farmworker organizations, lawyers, social 
services providers, healthcare providers, agricultural employers, government 
officials, and academic researchers in tobacco-growing regions in the US. In total, 
187 people were interviewed for this report.  
 
Two Human Rights Watch researchers, one of whom is fluent in Spanish, conducted 
the interviews. Interviews were conducted in English or Spanish or a combination of 
the two, at the interviewee’s preference. Some persons interviewed in Spanish were 
native speakers of other languages indigenous to Mexico or Central America. Most 



7 
 

interviews were conducted individually, though some children were interviewed in 
small groups of two to five participants. No interviews were conducted in the 
presence of workers’ employers, such as farm labor contractors or tobacco growers.  
 
Interviews took place in a variety of settings including homes, worksites, schools, 
restaurants and other public spaces, outdoors as part of outreach in farmworker 
communities, and at religious institutions. Whenever possible, researchers held 
interviews in private. In a few cases, interviewees preferred to have a family member 
or another person present. Two interviews were conducted by telephone.  
 
All children and parents interviewed were informed of the purpose of the interview, 
its voluntary nature, and the ways in which the information would be collected and 
used. For interviews taking place during mealtimes, Human Rights Watch provided 
food to interviewees. Human Rights Watch did not provide anyone with 
compensation in exchange for an interview. Individuals were informed that they 
could end the interview at any time or decline to answer any questions without any 
negative consequences. Participants provided oral informed consent to participate 
and were assured anonymity. All names of children and parents interviewed have 
been changed to protect their privacy, confidentiality, and safety. Some individuals 
approached declined to be interviewed. 
 
Question 2: What reportable information did the HRW team collect to help in the 
interpretation of the data and findings? (e.g., size of farm, location of farm, whether 
or not the farm participates in a Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) program, whether 
or not workers were sourced by a Farm Labor Contractor (FLC), whether or not the FLC 
was certified) 
As noted earlier in this letter, we are able to share the names of the counties in North 
Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee, where children reported working. We do not 
preclude the possibility that children work in tobacco farming in other counties in 
these states. Due to the very small number of children we interviewed in Virginia, we 
are unable to provide county-level information for that state.  
 
In our work on labor rights worldwide, Human Rights Watch’s methodology relies first 
and foremost on in-depth interviews of workers to document human rights 
conditions. For this project, we interviewed children under 18 who reported working 
on tobacco farms in 2012 or 2013. As we noted during our March 14, 2014 meeting, of 
the children we interviewed, particularly those employed by farm labor contractors 
and subcontractors, most could not tell us any specific information about the farms 
where they worked or the grower for whom they were working. They often knew only 
the first name or a nickname of their employer, including farm labor contractors, 
subcontractors and growers. Children often could identify landmarks or towns near 
the farms where they worked, but they were unable to report specific characteristics 
of the farms, such as size or specific location.  
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As a result, Human Rights Watch does not know how many of the growers who 
employed children—either directly or through farm labor contractors or 
subcontractors—participated in a Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) program.  
 
The vast majority of child tobacco workers interviewed by Human Rights Watch 
worked for hire, employed by registered or unregistered farm labor contractors, labor 
subcontractors, or tobacco growers. Many children worked for several different 
agricultural employers at different parts of the season. Eighty out of the 141 children 
we interviewed stated that they worked for a farm labor contractor or subcontractor 
at some point in 2012 or 2013. Some of these children were also employed directly 
by growers at other points in the 2012 or 2013 growing seasons. Human Rights Watch 
does not have information about whether these labor contractors were registered or 
unregistered.  
 
As we mentioned at our meeting, only a small number of children that we 
interviewed—9 out of 141—worked on farms owned by family members. Most of the 
children we interviewed who worked on family farms also worked for hire on farms 
owned by other tobacco growers. 
 
Question 3: Has HRW tabulated their data in such a way to report the frequency of 
specific observations and were these cross-tabulated against characteristics of the 
respondents and factors such as those listed above? 
Human Rights Watch obtained information about working conditions on tobacco 
farms through in-depth interviews of child tobacco workers. We then transcribed 
interviews and entered participant information into a database.  
 
Because this was not a quantitative study, Human Rights Watch did not gather and 
therefore cannot share data to determine statistically significant relationships, 
including those of interest to Altria.  
 
Question 4: Does HRW’s research indicate which growers were the sources of the 
concerns raised? We understand the potential sensitivity here, but ask as we could 
cross reference this information against our grower database and work with the 
grower to address the situation highlighted. 
Human Rights Watch appreciates Altria’s commitment to work with growers to 
address the issues we documented in our research. Human Rights Watch identified 
some, but not all, of the tobacco growers who employed children either directly or 
through farm labor contractors or subcontractors. However, we are unable to share 
the names of specific growers out of concern for the security of the workers we 
interviewed. 
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Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
State Counties 
 
Kentucky Barren 

Bath 
Bourbon 
Boyle 
Clark 
Crittenden 
Fayette 
Franklin 

Harrison 
Henry 
Lincoln 
McCrory 
Metcalfe 
Monroe 
Montgomery 
Pulaski 
Scott 
Shelby 
Taylor 
Warren 
Washington 
Wayne 

 
North Carolina Duplin 

Greene 
Johnston 
Jones 
Lenoir 
Martin 
Nash 
Onslow 
Pitt 
Sampson 
Wayne 
Wilson 

 
Tennessee Grainger 

Hawkins 
Jefferson 
Macon 
Sumner 

 



 

 

 
April 16, 2014 
 
 
To the members of the Farm Labor Practices Group, 
 
We are writing to thank you for the opportunity to present our 
research and recommendations at the April 10, 2014 Farm Labor 
Practices Group plenary meeting in Raleigh. We were grateful for the 
informative and constructive discussion with all of you, and we look 
forward to continued dialogue and meaningful progress on many of 
the concerns identified.  
 
As discussed during the meeting last week, we are sharing with you 
the slides from our presentation, along with additional information on 
the ages of the children we interviewed for this project. Please find a 
chart with this information below.  
 
We are also writing to let you know that Human Rights Watch will 
publish the report with our research on child labor in tobacco farming 
in the US and relevant recommendations next month. The report will 
describe our methodology, findings, and analysis of US laws and 
international standards related to child labor. Consistent with Human 
Rights Watch’s approach to our work worldwide, our report will 
include personal accounts from many of the children we interviewed, 
along with analysis of public health literature and national and 
international data. The report will also include a description of the 
policies and practices of several leading companies that purchase 
tobacco grown in the United States, including the six companies 
represented in the FLPG.  It will also include detailed versions of the 
recommendations we presented at the meeting last week, including 
recommendations to tobacco manufacturing and tobacco leaf 
companies, the Obama administration, US Congress, state 
governments, and others. 
 
We were encouraged to learn that the Farm Labor Practices Group 
took a decision to establish a working group on child labor, which 
has the possibility to make significant positive impacts. Human 
Rights Watch would welcome the opportunity to make further 
contributions to this group and looks forward to learning about the 
results of this group’s efforts. At the same time, in line with the 
United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
(the Ruggie principles) and other international standards and 
guidance, each company in the FLPG and other tobacco 
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manufacturing and leaf companies individually have responsibilities to prevent and 
remedy human rights concerns, including hazardous child labor, in their supply 
chains.  
 
Human Rights Watch is committed to accurately representing and publicizing the 
measures each company has taken to address child labor in supply chains globally. 
To that end, we would be pleased to report on any recent changes or further 
commitments made by your companies concerning policies on child labor. In order 
to reflect any commitments or policy changes in our publications, we would welcome 
responses to our recommendations shared with you during the plenary meeting as 
well as in the March 31 letter by April 30, 2014.  We would also welcome written 
responses from other members of the FLPG to inform our ongoing research on child 
labor.   
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Jo Becker 
Advocacy Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Margaret Wurth 
Researcher 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
Ages of Children Interviewed by Human Rights Watch  
 
Age NC KY TN VA TOTAL 
7   1  1 
8     0 
9 2  2  4 
10  1 1  2 
11 1 1   2 
12 3 2   5 
13 5 1 2  8 
14 14 8  2 24 
15 15 11 1  27 
16 20 10 2 1 33 
17 12 5 1  18 
18* 8 7 2  17 
TOTAL 80 46 12 3 141 
*All 18-year-old children interviewed for this report worked in tobacco as 17-year-old children in 2012.  

 
Mean age of children interviewed: 15 
Median age of children interviewed: 15 
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April 30, 2014  
 
Arvind Ganesan, Director 
Business and Human Rights Division 
 
Jane Buchanan, Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 
Human Rights Watch 
350 Fifth Avenue, 34th Floor 
New York, NY  10118-3299 
 
Dear Arvind and Jane: 
 
Thank you for your ongoing engagement on the important topic of child labor in agriculture.  The 

dialogue has been constructive and informative.  We also appreciate the details you provided on 

your research. 

We are committed to continue to explore the issues you have raised and work with others to help 

address them.  As we shared with you, we are focused on enhancing grower and farmworker 

relationships, with respect to the laws, regulations and other social norms governing these 

relationships.   

 

Your recommendation to prohibit youth of any age from handling or coming into contact with 

tobacco is counter to current farming practices in the U.S.  It is also at odds with certain 

communities where family farming is a way of life.  As such, it is critical that future actions to 

address these issues are collectively supported and executed in a thoughtful way.   

 

To help accomplish this, we are committed to taking the following steps: 

 Collaborate with the Farm Labor Practices Group (FLPG) and its newly formed committees 

on farm labor contractors (FLCs) and child labor to help address your findings.  We are 

optimistic these committees can have an impact, especially as your research indicated that 

over half the children you interviewed stated that they had worked for an FLC at some point. 



 
  
 
 
 

 
2 

This collaborative, multi-stakeholder approach allows for careful consideration of your 

recommendations while improving the chances for achieving change.     

 Continue to lead the FLPG’s Training and Education Committee and identify opportunities to 

incorporate your research.  The committee has been charged with scaling up its training and 

education efforts to growers, FLC’s and workers in the states where you conducted your 

research.  We believe there is an opportunity to utilize your research findings to raise 

awareness of the issues and reinforce relevant aspects in the training. 

 Evaluate opportunities to enhance existing assessments to better quantify child labor and 

relevant circumstances on our contracted farms.   

 Engage with family growers to get their perspective and input on addressing the issues you 

have raised.  These engagements may provide an opportunity to collaboratively identify and 

minimize additional potentially hazardous tasks involving youth. 

Sincerely, 
 

 
Jeanette Hubbard 
Vice President, Procurement 

 

Cc:     Jennifer Hunter, Senior Vice President, Corporate Affairs, Altria Client Services Inc. 
         
 



 

 

December 11, 2013 

Nicandro Durante, Chief Executive 
British American Tobacco PLC 
Globe House 
4 Temple Place 
London WC2R 2PG 
United Kingdom 
 
Dear Mr. Durante, 

Please accept my greetings on behalf of Human Rights Watch. Human Rights 
Watch is an international non-governmental human rights organization that 
conducts research and advocacy in over 90 countries around the world on a 
wide variety of human rights issues (see www.hrw.org). Among those issues is 
child labor, which we have reported on in the United States, El Salvador, Mali, 
Tanzania, Morocco, Uzbekistan, Indonesia, India, and other countries. In 2010 
we published a report on hazardous child labor and other human rights abuses 
in tobacco farming in Kazakhstan.  

We are writing to you today to share preliminary findings with you concerning 
our recent research on child labor in tobacco farming in the United States. We 
hope to initiate a constructive dialogue with British American Tobacco p. l. c. 
regarding concerns related to child workers in tobacco farming.  

From May-October 2013 Human Rights Watch conducted research on child labor 
in tobacco farming in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia. We 
interviewed over 140 children ages 7-17 who stated that they worked in tobacco 
farming in 2012 or 2013, as well as children and parents who described other 
children working in tobacco farming.  

The specific jobs children said they did on tobacco farms included: planting 
seedlings, weeding, thinning tobacco plants, repositioning plants that were 
leaning, topping, pulling off suckers, and applying pesticides.  

On farms with flue-cured tobacco, children reported doing the following jobs: 
hand harvesting tobacco leaves, machine harvesting tobacco leaves, filling 
cages with tobacco leaves for drying, sorting tobacco leaves, and packing 
tobacco leaves.  
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On farms growing burley tobacco, children reported: cutting tobacco plants, carrying cut tobacco 
plants, spearing tobacco plants on sticks for hanging, carrying sticks with several tobacco plants, 
lifting sticks with several tobacco plants onto trucks or to workers to hang the sticks in the rafters of 
a barn, hanging sticks with tobacco plants in barns, taking down sticks of burley tobacco plants 
from barns, and stripping leaves off dried tobacco. 

The vast majority of children with whom Human Rights Watch spoke were working for hire. Most 
children were hired by a labor contractor or a labor subcontractor. Some children were working 
directly for tobacco growers. Only a few children worked on family farms, without pay. A few of the 
very youngest children worked with their parents sporadically and without pay.  

The vast majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they lived in the states 
in which they worked and worked primarily or exclusively in the summer months. Human Rights 
Watch also interviewed a few children who migrated to or within the United States for work.   

Preliminary Findings 

Health and Safety 

Nicotine Poisoning/Green Tobacco Sickness and Other Health Risks 

A majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described experiencing symptoms 
consistent with acute nicotine poisoning (Green Tobacco Sickness) while working, including, 
variously, nausea, dizziness, lightheadedness, headaches, vomiting, and loss of appetite.  

Some of these symptoms may be linked to pesticide exposure or working in conditions of high heat 
and high humidity without sufficient rest, shade, and hydration.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch said they lacked personal protective 
equipment, which would help minimize the amount of exposure to wet tobacco leaves and tobacco 
leaves that had been treated with pesticides or other hazardous chemicals.  

Some also reported difficulty sleeping together with symptoms of nicotine poisoning. 

Some children also reported itchy skin and skin rashes.  

Some children also told Human Rights Watch that water from tobacco plants would splash into their 
eyes or mouth during topping or pieces of tobacco leaves would fall into their eyes or mouth while 
lifting sticks with tobacco plants to be hung in barns.  

A few children reported respiratory and allergic symptoms while working in tobacco fields or in 
curing barns.  

Exposure to Pesticides and Growth Regulators  

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported that they saw tractors spraying 
pesticides or growth regulators in the fields in which they were working or in fields adjacent to the 



ones in which they were working. These children often reported being able to smell and/or feel the 
chemical spray as it drifted towards them. Many reported some or all of the following symptoms 
after coming into contact with the spray: burning eyes, burning nose, itchy skin, nausea, vomiting, 
dizziness, redness and swelling of the mouth, and headaches.  

A few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they applied pesticides to tobacco 
plants with a handheld sprayer and backpack and a few reported operating tractors that were 
spraying pesticides on tobacco fields. 

Extreme Temperatures 

All children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they often worked in high temperatures 
and high humidity typical for the summer months in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee and 
Virginia, and many stated that they were expected to work without additional breaks in such 
conditions.  

Water 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that the contractor or grower provided 
water to them while working, usually from a cooler. Some children told Human Rights Watch that the 
water provided was not clean or drinkable. Other children told Human Rights Watch that employers 
did not provide water at all.  

Lack of Shade 

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have the opportunity to 
shelter in shade during the work day. Some children reported that the shade available was inside 
vehicles used to transport the workers to the worksite, or in wooded areas, in the event the worksite 
was located near a wooded area.  

Lack of Sanitary Facilities  

Very few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported having access to a bathroom. Most 
children told Human Rights Watch that they would relieve themselves in wooded areas, if there were 
any near to the worksite, or refrain from relieving themselves at all during the day, including by 
declining to drink liquids. Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would 
drive them to a nearby gas station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public 
facility or to the grower’s home if it was located near the worksite, where children would use a 
bathroom.  

Lack of Hand Washing Facilities 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have access to hand 
washing facilities. Many children stated that they rinsed their hands with water from the cooler 
provided, but did not use soap to wash their hands.  



Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would drive them to a nearby 
gas station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the grower’s 
home if it was located near the worksite, where children would be allowed to wash their hands.  

Lack of Personal Protective Equipment 

Almost none of the children interviewed by Human Rights Watch were given any kind of personal 
protective equipment by their employer.  

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore black plastic garbage bags over their 
clothes to prevent their clothes from becoming soaked by water on the tobacco plants after rain or in 
high humidity conditions that created heavy dew. Children’s parents typically bought the plastic 
bags for them to wear. Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch did not wear plastic 
garbage bags because doing so made them overheat.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore latex or cloth gloves, which in most cases 
they or their parents bought. Some child workers said that the gloves available were too large for 
their hands or it was difficult for them to perform the work at the pace required while wearing gloves, 
so they worked without them.  

Several children told Human Rights Watch that they worked in bare feet or socks when the mud in 
the fields was deep and they lacked appropriate footwear. 

Repetitive Motions and Lifting Heavy Loads 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described performing prolonged repetitive motions, 
including working bent over at the waist, twisting their wrists to top tobacco plants, crawling on 
hands and knees, or reaching above their heads for extended periods of time. Children reported 
muscle soreness, aches, and pain in their backs, shoulders, arms, hands, and fingers after engaging 
in repetitive motions.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed child workers who reported loading heavy sticks of harvested 
tobacco plants onto flatbed wagons to be transported to barns for curing. Children also said they 
lifted heavy sticks of tobacco plants over their heads to other workers who would hang the sticks in 
the rafters of barns for curing.  

 Work with Dangerous Tools, Machinery, and at Heights 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they used hoes to remove weeds 
from tobacco fields, as well as axes or hatchets to cut burley tobacco during the harvest and spikes 
to spear burley tobacco plants. Some children told us they sustained cuts and puncture wounds 
from working with these sharp tools.  

A few children said they operated or worked in close proximity to dangerous machinery, including 
mowers used to trim tobacco plants, tractors used to harvest tobacco leaves, and balers used to 



compress leaves into bales. In Kentucky, Human Rights Watch interviewed a few children who drove 
tractors while working in tobacco. Some children reported injuries related to operating or being near 
heavy machinery.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed children who told us they climbed into the rafters of barns, with 
and without ladders, to hang sticks of harvested burley tobacco to dry. Children described climbing 
to significant heights as crews of workers formed several tiers to pass sticks of tobacco upward to 
be hung in the barn for curing. While engaging in this work, children said, they straddled planks that 
were sometimes positioned two or three feet apart. 

Wages and Hours 

Wages 

Most children we interviewed reported earning minimum hourly wage for their work. Some children 
reported being paid by check and some were paid in cash.  

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch received less than minimum wage. Some 
children reported to Human Rights Watch earning more than minimum wage. Some children 
interviewed by Human Rights Watch said that they earned piece rate wages during the burley 
tobacco harvest based on the number of tobacco plants they cut and/or hung in barns.  

Some children reported to Human Rights Watch problems with wages including deductions by the 
contractor or grower for water or for reasons that were not explained to them or because of what they 
believed was inaccurate recording of hours by contractors.  

Working Hours 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described working long hours, typically between 10-12 
hours per day, and sometimes more. Some children worked shorter days, because the day’s work 
had been completed or because the contractor or grower allowed workers to end the day early due 
to heavy rain or very high heat.  Other children reported working through adverse weather 
conditions.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch worked 5 days per week; some worked fewer, and 
some children reported working 6 or 7 days per week.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they were allowed 2 or 3 breaks 
per day.  

Education 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch had migrated for work and missed several 
months of school. Some children reported skipping days of school to work in tobacco. Some 
children reported working long hours after school that interfered with their ability to keep up with 
schoolwork.  



Questions 

We are interested in learning more about the policies and practices British American Tobacco has in 
place regarding child labor and other labor practices in its global supply chain, including in the 
United States. We are aware, as stated on British American Tobacco ’s website, that, “referring to 
the ILO Declaration on Fundamental Rights and Principles at Work we set expectations of working 
conditions and labour standards for farmers, their families and hired workers through our SRTP 
programme” and that the company works “actively to tackle exploitative child labour in tobacco 
growing.” In particular, we are interested in the following information: 

1. We would welcome more detail on British American Tobacco’s child labor policy concerning 
the use of child labor in tobacco farming on farms supplying tobacco to British American 
Tobacco, or British American Tobacco subsidiaries or suppliers.  

o In particular, we would welcome further elaboration on which specific types of work 
are prohibited for children, given the policy’s statement that "No farm activity that 
could be considered to put children at risk is undertaken by children.” 
 

o How does British American Tobacco monitor the treatment of child workers on farms 
supplying tobacco to British American Tobacco or to its subsidiaries and suppliers?  

 
2. Does British American Tobacco have policies or procedures to prevent and alleviate labor 

rights violations, and other human rights violations in its global supply chain? What are 
these policies or procedures?  In particular, we would welcome more information on BAT’s 
Social Responsibility in Tobacco Production (SRTP) programme. 

 
3. What policies does British American Tobacco have in place regarding working hours and 

breaks for workers engaged in tobacco farming on farms supplying tobacco to British 
American Tobacco or to British American Tobacco subsidiaries or suppliers? How does it 
monitor the implementation of these policies? 
 

4. What policies does British American Tobacco have in place regarding payment of wages to 
workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain and deductions from workers’ wages (such as 
for provision of water, transportation, or the like)? How does British American Tobacco 
monitor the implementation of these policies? 

5. What policies does British American Tobacco have in place regarding provision of water, 
shade, sanitary facilities and hand washing facilities to workers on tobacco farms in its 
supply chain? How does it monitor the implementation of these policies? 
 

6. What steps does British American Tobacco take to ensure that workers on tobacco farms in 
its supply chain, and not only growers, are informed about nicotine poisoning/Green 
Tobacco Sickness, risks associated with pesticide exposure, risks associated with 
dangerous tools, heavy machinery, and working at heights, and other health concerns?  



 
7. What policies does British American Tobacco have in place regarding the proximity of 

workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain to active spraying of pesticides or other 
hazardous chemicals by tractor, given the risk of workers’ exposure to pesticides as a result 
of drift when working near tractors that are spraying? How does British American Tobacco 
monitor the implementation of these policies? 
 

8. What mechanisms does British American Tobacco have to ensure the freedom of association 
for workers on farms which supply tobacco to British American Tobacco and to its 
subsidiaries and suppliers? Does the company believe that freedom of association includes 
a process for employers to recognize employee associations for the purposes of collective 
bargaining?  Has British American Tobacco established such a process on farms with which 
it or its subsidiaries contract? 

9. Has British American Tobacco identified or received any reports of child labor or other labor 
violations or other concerns about the treatment of workers on tobacco farms supplying 
tobacco to British American Tobacco, its subsidiaries and suppliers, either from workers or 
from others in 2011, 2012 and 2013? If so, what actions has British American Tobacco taken?  

 
10. Does British American Tobacco have a mechanism whereby workers in its global supply 

chain may submit complaints regarding labor practices or other concerns?  If such a 
mechanism exists, what steps does British American Tobacco take to ensure that workers 
are informed of this mechanism and the manner in which they can use it? If such a 
mechanism exists, how many child workers or other workers have used it in 2011, 2012, and 
2013? What steps does British American Tobacco take to ensure that workers who file 
complaints do not face retaliation?  

 
11. We would be grateful to receive brief data on British American Tobacco’s total tobacco 

purchases in the United States as well as its total tobacco purchases in each of the following 
states: North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia, in 2011, 2012, and 2013.  
 

12. We would be grateful for data on how these numbers compare to British American Tobacco’s 
tobacco purchasing in other countries.  
 

13. We would be grateful for data on worker deaths and injuries, if possible, disaggregated by 
age, gender, and ethnicity, for all countries from which British American Tobacco and its 
subsidiaries supply tobacco.  

Human Rights Watch seeks to obtain information that will ensure accuracy in our reporting. We will 
be grateful if you could formally respond to this letter so we can incorporate your perspective into 
our analysis and our report. We would welcome your response by January 24, 2014. 



We would also like to arrange a meeting with you or senior British American Tobacco staff and 
Human Rights Watch experts on child labor to discuss these issues. You may reach us by email or 
phone to arrange a mutually convenient time for such a meeting (buchanj@hrw.org and +1 212 216 
1857). We will also be in contact with your office in the coming weeks regarding a convenient time 
for a meeting. 

Sincerely,  

                                                                         

Arvind Ganesan             Jane Buchanan 
Director              Associate Director 
Business and Human Rights Division            Children’s Rights Division 
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March 31, 2014 
 
Nicandro Durante, Chief Executive 
British American Tobacco PLC 
Globe House 
4 Temple Place 
London WC2R 2PG 
United Kingdom 
 
Dear Mr. Durante, 
 
Thank you for your letter of January 21, 2014 and for the call of March 
13, 2014. We appreciate the constructive dialogue with British 
American Tobacco. We have appreciated the opportunities to learn 
more about British American Tobacco’s policies and practices 
concerning child labor.  
 
We are writing today to share with you some additional information 
regarding the counties in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee in 
which children reported working. We are also taking this opportunity 
to share our key recommendations to businesses purchasing tobacco 
in the United States. 
 
Counties where Children Reported Working 
As we explained previously, consistent with our methodology for 
investigating human rights worldwide, we go to great lengths to 
protect the confidentiality of interviewees. Out of concern for 
interviewees’ security, we are unable to report specific farms where 
children worked, but we can share a list of counties where children 
reported working in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee 
(attached). We do not preclude the possibility that children work in 
tobacco farming in other counties in these states. Due to the very 
small number of children we interviewed in Virginia, we are unable to 
provide county-level information for that state. 
 
While we hope our list of counties might help to guide British 
American Tobacco’s efforts to address hazardous child labor on 
farms in its supply chain, we would encourage the company to do a 
comprehensive investigation of child labor in every county from 
which British American Tobacco purchases tobacco. Due to the small 
size of our team and the nature of our methodology, we are not in a 
position to conduct a broad survey to examine conditions in every 
tobacco-growing county in the US. However, our research indicated 
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patterns of hazardous child labor on tobacco farms in many different locations, and 
we urge British American Tobacco to look beyond the counties we identified in order 
to investigate thoroughly child labor on all US tobacco farms in its supply chain.  
 
Recommendations 
We would like to take this opportunity to share our initial recommendations for 
tobacco manufacturing companies and tobacco leaf companies which we believe are 
essential to protect children from hazards particular to tobacco farming.  We look 
forward to discussing these recommendations with you. Human Rights Watch has 
also developed detailed recommendations for other relevant actors, including the US 
Congress, the US Senate, the President of the United States, the US Department of 
Labor, the Environmental Protection Agency, tobacco-producing states, tobacco 
growers’ associations and Farm Bureaus, agricultural employers, and the 
International Labour Organization.  
 
Human Rights Watch bases these recommendations on our research findings which 
we detailed to you in our December 11, 2013 letter, extensive reviews of available 
public health literature, interviews with public health researchers, analysis of 
national laws and practice, analysis of ILO laws and reports, interviews with ILO 
experts on child labor, interviews with representatives of the Eliminating Child 
Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation (ECLT), and ECLT materials.  
 
Based on our findings, Human Rights Watch believes that no child under age 18 
should be permitted to work with tobacco in any form, including plants of any size or 
dried tobacco leaves, due to the inherent health risks posed by nicotine and the 
pesticides applied to the crop.  
 
Because exposure to tobacco in any form is unsafe, Human Rights Watch has 
determined, based on our field investigations and other research, that as a practical 
matter there is no way for children under 18 to work safely on US tobacco farms when 
they have direct contact with tobacco plants of any size or dried tobacco leaves, 
even if wearing protective equipment. Though protective equipment may help 
mitigate exposure to nicotine and pesticide residues, rain suits and watertight 
gloves would not completely eliminate absorption of toxins through the skin and 
would greatly increase children’s risk of suffering heat-related illnesses. The 
inadequacy of protective equipment to protect children, as documented by Human 
Rights Watch in the US, seems likely to extend to tobacco farms outside the United 
States. 
 
A number of countries have laws or regulations prohibiting all children from working 
in tobacco farming, or from performing the majority of tasks in which they come into 
direct contact with tobacco in any form, including Brazil, India, Malawi, Kazakhstan, 
Russia, and Uganda.  
 



3 
 

Recognizing the risks to children of work in tobacco farming, the US Department of 
Labor proposed regulations in 2011 that would have prohibited all children under 16 
(the minimum age for hazardous work in agriculture in the US) from “all work in the 
tobacco production and curing, including, but not limited to such activities as 
planting, cultivating, topping, harvesting, baling, barning, and curing.” The 
regulations were withdrawn in 2012. The ILO Committee of Experts has strongly 
urged the US government to reconsider withdrawal of the proposed regulations. 
This evidence and our analysis are further detailed in our forthcoming report, as are 
additional recommendations.  Our key recommendations to businesses purchasing 
tobacco in the United States include:  
 
Regarding Child Labor 

• Adopt and implement policies globally prohibiting the use of child labor 
anywhere in the supply chain. The policy should specify that hazardous work 
for children under 18 is prohibited, including any work in which children come 
into direct contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves. 
Consistent with ILO conventions, the policy should also prohibit work by 
children under the age of 15, except for light work by children ages 13 to 15, or 
the minimum age provided by the country’s laws, whichever affords greater 
protection. The policy should specify that it is in effect throughout the supply 
chain in all countries irrespective of local laws that afford lesser protections. 
 

• Strive to phase out the use of child labor in the supply chain by establishing 
clear timeframes.  

 
• Ensure that all contracts with growers and suppliers include specific language 

prohibiting the use of children in hazardous work under 18, including any 
work in which children come into contact with tobacco leaves of any size and 
dried tobacco leaves. Establish and carry out penalties for those in the supply 
chain who violate the no-child labor policy. The penalties should be 
sufficiently severe and consistently implemented so as to have a dissuasive 
effect. Discontinue contracts with farms that repeatedly violate the policy 
prohibiting child labor. 

 
• Provide training to agronomists, suppliers, growers, workers, and others on 

the hazards to children of working in tobacco. Utilize outside experts on child 
labor to conduct these trainings where appropriate. 

 
• Establish a regular and rigorous internal monitoring process in all countries in 

the supply chain. 
 

• Engage qualified third-party monitoring for child labor in supply chains in all 
countries.  
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• Engage a third-party organization to develop a no-child labor policy as 
outlined above, including the structures for its effective implementation.  

 
• Develop or enhance collaboration with local stakeholders to eliminate child 

labor on tobacco farms, including by: 
 

o Working with federal and local government officials, including the 
Office of Migrant Education, to ensure access to education for 
farmworker children.  
 

o Implementing, with meaningful input and participation from 
farmworker children, their families, and local stakeholders, free 
summer programs each year for both migrant and local children, as an 
alternative to working in tobacco farming. Programs should provide 
age-appropriate educational, recreational, and leadership 
development opportunities to children under 18.  
 

o Collaborating with local stakeholders to identify other summer 
employment opportunities for children as alternatives to working on 
tobacco farms.  
 

o Where possible, cooperating with the ILO’s International Programme 
on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), UNICEF, nongovernmental 
organizations, and others undertaking efforts to prevent child labor, 
including through the provision of alternatives to working in tobacco 
farming. 

 
o Establishing a scholarship fund to provide young farmworkers with 

economic support to pursue higher education. The scholarship 
application should account for the unique circumstances of 
farmworker children’s educational paths.  

 
o Investing in rural health infrastructure to ensure tobacco workers and 

their children have access to health services.  
 

o Collaborating with land-grant universities and extension services to 
enhance agricultural education in tobacco-growing communities, and 
to provide farmworker families with access to land for small-scale 
agricultural enterprise.  

 
Regarding Industry-Wide Multilateral Initiatives 

• Develop an international industry-wide standard to prohibit hazardous work 
for children under 18 on tobacco farms, including any work in which children 
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come into contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves; 
establish minimum age requirements consistent with ILO conventions.  
 

• Amend the US Tobacco Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) labor management 
guidelines to specify that hazardous work for children under 18 is prohibited, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco plants of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Consistent with ILO conventions, the 
standard should also prohibit work by children under the age of 15, except for 
light work by children ages 13 to 15. This standard should be a contractual 
requirement for all US tobacco growers. 

 
• Engage meaningfully in multi-stakeholder initiatives, including with a view to 

support tobacco industry efforts to promote the elimination of child labor in 
the tobacco supply chain, effective monitoring of these policies, and 
initiatives to support alternative employment, education, and recreational 
opportunities for children in tobacco-growing communities.  

 
• Increase financial support to nongovernmental organizations working to 

eliminate hazardous child labor in tobacco farming.  
 

• Establish a pooled fund to support programs that provide alternatives to child 
labor in US tobacco farming and/or consider expanding programs through the 
Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation to include the 
United States. 

 
We look forward to discussing these recommendations with you and welcome any 
updates to British American Tobacco’s existing policies and practices regarding child 
labor, so that we have the most up-to-date information for our research and reporting.  
 
Best regards, 
 

 
Arvind Ganesan  
Director 
Business and Human Rights Division 

  
 
Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
Cc: Kingsley J. Wheaton, Director, Corporate & Regulatory Affairs 
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Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
State Counties 
 
Kentucky Barren 

Bath 
Bourbon 
Boyle 
Clark 
Crittenden 
Fayette 
Franklin 

Harrison 
Henry 
Lincoln 
McCrory 
Metcalfe 
Monroe 
Montgomery 
Pulaski 
Scott 
Shelby 
Taylor 
Warren 
Washington 
Wayne 

 
North Carolina Duplin 

Greene 
Johnston 
Jones 
Lenoir 
Martin 
Nash 
Onslow 
Pitt 
Sampson 
Wayne 
Wilson 

 
Tennessee Grainger 

Hawkins 
Jefferson 
Macon 
Sumner 

 



 

 

 
April 16, 2014 
 
 
To the members of the Farm Labor Practices Group, 
 
We are writing to thank you for the opportunity to present our 
research and recommendations at the April 10, 2014 Farm Labor 
Practices Group plenary meeting in Raleigh. We were grateful for the 
informative and constructive discussion with all of you, and we look 
forward to continued dialogue and meaningful progress on many of 
the concerns identified.  
 
As discussed during the meeting last week, we are sharing with you 
the slides from our presentation, along with additional information on 
the ages of the children we interviewed for this project. Please find a 
chart with this information below.  
 
We are also writing to let you know that Human Rights Watch will 
publish the report with our research on child labor in tobacco farming 
in the US and relevant recommendations next month. The report will 
describe our methodology, findings, and analysis of US laws and 
international standards related to child labor. Consistent with Human 
Rights Watch’s approach to our work worldwide, our report will 
include personal accounts from many of the children we interviewed, 
along with analysis of public health literature and national and 
international data. The report will also include a description of the 
policies and practices of several leading companies that purchase 
tobacco grown in the United States, including the six companies 
represented in the FLPG.  It will also include detailed versions of the 
recommendations we presented at the meeting last week, including 
recommendations to tobacco manufacturing and tobacco leaf 
companies, the Obama administration, US Congress, state 
governments, and others. 
 
We were encouraged to learn that the Farm Labor Practices Group 
took a decision to establish a working group on child labor, which 
has the possibility to make significant positive impacts. Human 
Rights Watch would welcome the opportunity to make further 
contributions to this group and looks forward to learning about the 
results of this group’s efforts. At the same time, in line with the 
United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
(the Ruggie principles) and other international standards and 
guidance, each company in the FLPG and other tobacco 
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manufacturing and leaf companies individually have responsibilities to prevent and 
remedy human rights concerns, including hazardous child labor, in their supply 
chains.  
 
Human Rights Watch is committed to accurately representing and publicizing the 
measures each company has taken to address child labor in supply chains globally. 
To that end, we would be pleased to report on any recent changes or further 
commitments made by your companies concerning policies on child labor. In order 
to reflect any commitments or policy changes in our publications, we would welcome 
responses to our recommendations shared with you during the plenary meeting as 
well as in the March 31 letter by April 30, 2014.  We would also welcome written 
responses from other members of the FLPG to inform our ongoing research on child 
labor.   
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Jo Becker 
Advocacy Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Margaret Wurth 
Researcher 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
Ages of Children Interviewed by Human Rights Watch  
 
Age NC KY TN VA TOTAL 
7   1  1 
8     0 
9 2  2  4 
10  1 1  2 
11 1 1   2 
12 3 2   5 
13 5 1 2  8 
14 14 8  2 24 
15 15 11 1  27 
16 20 10 2 1 33 
17 12 5 1  18 
18* 8 7 2  17 
TOTAL 80 46 12 3 141 
*All 18-year-old children interviewed for this report worked in tobacco as 17-year-old children in 2012.  

 
Mean age of children interviewed: 15 
Median age of children interviewed: 15 



 

January 2, 2013 

China National Tobacco  
No. 55 Yue Tan Nan Street 
Xicheng District, Beijing China (100045) 
 
Dear Ling Chengqing, 

Please accept my greetings on behalf of Human Rights Watch. Human Rights 

Watch is an international non-governmental human rights organization that 

conducts research and advocacy in over 90 countries around the world on a 

wide variety of human rights issues (see www.hrw.org). Among those issues 

is child labor, which we have reported on in the United States, El Salvador, 

Mali, Tanzania, Morocco, Uzbekistan, Indonesia, India, and other countries. 

In 2010 we published a report on hazardous child labor and other human 

rights abuses in tobacco farming in Kazakhstan.  

We are writing to you today to share preliminary findings with you 

concerning our recent research on child labor in tobacco farming in the 

United States. We hope to initiate a constructive dialogue with China 

National Tobacco you regarding concerns related to child workers in 

tobacco farming. We are aware that China National Tobacco is one of the 

largest tobacco companies in the world and purchases tobacco from a 

number of global markets for use in its products. 

From May-October 2013 Human Rights Watch conducted research on child 

labor in tobacco farming in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and 

Virginia. We interviewed over 140 children ages 7-17 who stated that they 

worked in tobacco farming in 2012 or 2013, as well as children and parents 

who described other children working in tobacco farming. In our research 

and reporting we use the definition of child as any person under the age of 

18, consistent with usage under international law. 

The specific jobs children said they did on tobacco farms included: planting 

seedlings, weeding, thinning tobacco plants, repositioning plants that were 

leaning, topping, pulling off suckers, and applying pesticides.  

On farms with flue-cured tobacco, children reported doing the following 

jobs: hand harvesting tobacco leaves, machine harvesting tobacco leaves, 
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filling cages with tobacco leaves for drying, sorting tobacco leaves, and packing tobacco leaves.  

On farms growing burley tobacco, children reported: cutting tobacco plants, carrying cut 

tobacco plants, spearing tobacco plants on sticks for hanging, carrying sticks with several 

tobacco plants, lifting sticks with several tobacco plants onto trucks or to workers to hang the 

sticks in the rafters of a barn, hanging sticks with tobacco plants in barns, taking down sticks of 

burley tobacco plants from barns, and stripping leaves off dried tobacco. 

The vast majority of children with whom Human Rights Watch spoke were working for hire. 

Most children were hired by a labor contractor or a labor subcontractor. Some children were 

working directly for tobacco growers. Only a few children worked on family farms, without pay. 

A few of the very youngest children worked with their parents sporadically and without pay.  

The vast majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they lived in the 

states in which they worked and worked primarily or exclusively in the summer months. Human 

Rights Watch also interviewed a few children who migrated to or within the United States for 

work.   

Preliminary Findings 

Health and Safety 

Nicotine Poisoning/Green Tobacco Sickness and Other Health Risks 

A majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described experiencing symptoms 

consistent with acute nicotine poisoning (Green Tobacco Sickness) while working, including, 

variously, nausea, dizziness, lightheadedness, headaches, vomiting, and loss of appetite.  

Some of these symptoms may be linked to pesticide exposure or working in conditions of high 

heat and high humidity without sufficient rest, shade, and hydration.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch said they lacked personal protective 

equipment, which would help minimize the amount of exposure to wet tobacco leaves and 

tobacco leaves that had been treated with pesticides or other hazardous chemicals.  

Some also reported difficulty sleeping together with symptoms of nicotine poisoning. 

Some children also reported itchy skin and skin rashes.  

Some children also told Human Rights Watch that water from tobacco plants would splash into 

their eyes or mouth during topping or pieces of tobacco leaves would fall into their eyes or 

mouth while lifting sticks with tobacco plants to be hung in barns.  



A few children reported respiratory and allergic symptoms while working in tobacco fields or in 

curing barns.  

Exposure to Pesticides and Growth Regulators  

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported that they saw tractors spraying 

pesticides or growth regulators in the fields in which they were working or in fields adjacent to 

the ones in which they were working. These children often reported being able to smell and/or 

feel the chemical spray as it drifted towards them. Many reported some or all of the following 

symptoms after coming into contact with the spray: burning eyes, burning nose, itchy skin, 

nausea, vomiting, dizziness, redness and swelling of the mouth, and headaches.  

A few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they applied pesticides to 

tobacco plants with a handheld sprayer and backpack and a few reported operating tractors 

that were spraying pesticides on tobacco fields. 

Extreme Temperatures 

All children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they often worked in high 

temperatures and high humidity typical for the summer months in North Carolina, Kentucky, 

Tennessee and Virginia, and many stated that they were expected to work without additional 

breaks in such conditions.  

Water 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that the contractor or grower 

provided water to them while working, usually from a cooler. Some children told Human Rights 

Watch that the water provided was not clean or drinkable. Other children told Human Rights 

Watch that employers did not provide water at all.  

Lack of Shade 

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have the 

opportunity to shelter in shade during the work day. Some children reported that the shade 

available was inside vehicles used to transport the workers to the worksite, or in wooded areas, 

in the event the worksite was located near a wooded area.  

Lack of Sanitary Facilities  

Very few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported having access to a bathroom. 

Most children told Human Rights Watch that they would relieve themselves in wooded areas, if 

there were any near to the worksite, or refrain from relieving themselves at all during the day, 

including by declining to drink liquids during the day. Some children told Human Rights Watch 



that a contractor or grower would drive them to a nearby gas station, store, or other public 

facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the grower’s home if it was located near 

the worksite, where children would use a bathroom.  

Lack of Hand Washing Facilities 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have access to hand 

washing facilities. Many children stated that they rinsed their hands with water from the cooler 

provided, but did not use soap to wash their hands.  

Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would drive them to a 

nearby gas station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to 

the grower’s home if it was located near the worksite, where children would be allowed to 

wash their hands.  

Lack of Personal Protective Equipment 

Almost none of the children interviewed by Human Rights Watch were given any kind of 

personal protective equipment by their employer.  

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore black plastic garbage bags over their 

clothes to prevent their clothes from becoming soaked by water on the tobacco plants after 

rain or in high humidity conditions that created heavy dew. Children’s parents typically bought 

the plastic bags for them to wear. Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch did not 

wear plastic garbage bags because doing so made them overheat.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore latex or cloth gloves, which in most 

cases they or their parents bought. Some child workers said that the gloves available were too 

large for their hands or it was difficult for them to perform the work at the pace required while 

wearing gloves, so they worked without them.  

Several children told Human Rights Watch that they worked in bare feet or socks when the mud 

in the fields was deep and they lacked appropriate footwear. 

Repetitive Motions and Lifting Heavy Loads 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described performing prolonged repetitive 

motions, including working bent over at the waist, twisting their wrists to top tobacco plants, 

crawling on hands and knees, or reaching above their heads for extended periods of time. 

Children reported muscle soreness, aches, and pain in their backs, shoulders, arms, hands, and 

fingers after engaging in repetitive motions.  



Human Rights Watch interviewed child workers who reported loading heavy sticks of harvested 

tobacco plants onto flatbed wagons to be transported to barns for curing. Children also said 

they lifted heavy sticks of tobacco plants over their heads to other workers who would hang the 

sticks in the rafters of barns for curing.  

 Work with Dangerous Tools, Machinery, and at Heights 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they used hoes to remove 

weeds from tobacco fields, as well as axes or hatchets to cut burley tobacco during the harvest 

and spikes to spear burley tobacco plants. Some children told us they sustained cuts and 

puncture wounds from working with these sharp tools.  

A few children said they operated or worked in close proximity to dangerous machinery, 

including mowers used to trim tobacco plants, tractors used to harvest tobacco leaves, and 

balers used to compress leaves into bales. In Kentucky, Human Rights Watch interviewed a few 

children who drove tractors while working in tobacco. Some children reported injuries related 

to operating or being near heavy machinery.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed children who told us they climbed into the rafters of barns, 

with and without ladders, to hang sticks of harvested burley tobacco to dry. Children described 

climbing to significant heights as crews of workers formed several tiers to pass sticks of tobacco 

upward to be hung in the barn for curing. While engaging in this work, children said, they 

straddled planks that were sometimes positioned two or three feet apart. 

Wages and Hours 

Wages 

Most children we interviewed reported earning minimum hourly wage for their work. Some 

children reported being paid by check, and some were paid in cash.  

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch received less than minimum wage. Some 

children reported to Human Rights Watch earning more than minimum wage. Some children 

interviewed by Human Rights Watch said that they earned piece rate wages during the burley 

tobacco harvest based on the number of tobacco plants they cut and/or hung in barns.  

Some children reported to Human Rights Watch problems with wages including deductions by 

the contractor or grower for water or for reasons that were not explained to them or because 

of what they believed was inaccurate recording of hours by contractors.  

Working Hours 



Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described working long hours, typically between 

10-12 hours per day, and sometimes more. Some children worked shorter days, including 

because the day’s work had been completed or because the contractor or grower allowed 

workers to end the day early due to heavy rain or very high heat.  Other children reported 

working through adverse weather conditions.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch worked 5 days per week; some worked 

fewer, and some children reported working 6 or 7 days per week.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they were allowed 2 or 3 

breaks per day.  

Education 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch had migrated for work and missed several 

months of school. Some children reported skipping days of school to work in tobacco. Some 

children reported working long hours after school that interfered with their ability to keep up 

with schoolwork.  

Questions 

We are interested in learning more about the policies and practices China National Tobacco has 

in place regarding child labor and other human rights issues in its global supply chain, including 

with regard to its subsidiaries and suppliers. In particular, we are interested in the following 

information: 

1. What policies or procedures does China National Tobacco have in place regarding the 
use of child labor in tobacco farming on farms supplying tobacco to China National 
Tobacco or to intermediary companies from which China National Tobacco buys 
tobacco?   
 

2. How does China National Tobacco monitor the treatment of child workers on farms 
supplying tobacco to China National Tobacco or to intermediary companies from which 
China National Tobacco buys tobacco?  

 
3. Does China National Tobacco have policies or procedures to prevent and alleviate labor 

rights violations, and other human rights violations on farms in its global supply chain? 
What are these policies or procedures?  

 
4. What policies does China National Tobacco have in place regarding working hours and 

breaks for workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain? How does it monitor the 
implementation of these policies? 
 



5. What policies does China National Tobacco have in place regarding payment of wages to 

workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain and informal deductions from workers’ 

wages (such as for provision of water, transportation, or the like)? How does China 

National Tobacco monitor the implementation of these policies? 

6. What policies does China National Tobacco have in place regarding provision of water, 
shade, sanitary facilities and hand washing facilities to workers on tobacco farms in its 
supply chain? How does it monitor the implementation of these policies? 
 

7. What steps does China National Tobacco take to ensure that workers on tobacco farms 
in its supply chain, and not only growers, are informed about nicotine poisoning/Green 
Tobacco Sickness, risks associated with pesticide exposure, risks associated with 
dangerous tools, heavy machinery, and working at heights, and other health concerns?  

 
8. What policies does China National Tobacco have in place regarding the proximity of 

workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain to active spraying of pesticides or other 
hazardous chemicals by tractor, given the risk of workers’ exposure to pesticides as a 
result of drift when working near tractors that are spraying? How does China National 
Tobacco monitor the implementation of these policies? 
 

9. What mechanisms does China National Tobacco have to ensure the freedom of 

association for workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain? Does the company believe 

that freedom of association includes a process for employers to recognize employee 

associations for the purposes of collective bargaining?  Has China National Tobacco 

established such a process on farms with which it contracts? 

10. Has China National Tobacco identified or received any reports of child labor or other 
labor violations or other concerns about the treatment of workers on its tobacco fields 
either from workers or from others in 2011, 2012 and 2013? If so, what actions has 
China National Tobacco taken?  

 
11. Does China National Tobacco have a mechanism whereby workers employed on farms 

supplying tobacco to China National Tobacco may submit complaints regarding labor 
practices or other concerns?  If such a mechanism exists, what steps does China 
National Tobacco take to ensure that workers are informed of this mechanism and the 
manner in which they can use it? If such a mechanism exists, how many child workers or 
other workers have used it in 2011, 2012, and 2013? What steps does China National 
Tobacco take to ensure that workers who file complaints do not face retaliation?  

 
12. We would be grateful to receive brief data on China National Tobacco’s total tobacco 

purchases in the United States as well as its total tobacco purchases in each of the 



following states: North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia, in 2011, 2012, and 

2013.  

 

13. We would be grateful for data on how these numbers compare to China National 

Tobacco’s tobacco purchasing in other countries.  

 

14. We would be grateful for data on worker deaths and injuries, if possible disaggregated 

by age, gender, and ethnicity, for all countries from which China National Tobacco and 

its subsidiaries supply tobacco.  

Human Rights Watch seeks to obtain information that will ensure accuracy in our reporting. We 

will be grateful if you could formally respond to this letter so that we can incorporate your 

perspective into our analysis and our report. We would welcome your response by January 24, 

2014. 

We would also like to arrange a meeting with you or senior China National Tobacco staff and 

Human Rights Watch experts on child labor to discuss these issues. You may reach us by email 

or phone to arrange a mutually convenient time for such a meeting. You may reach us by email 

or phone to arrange a mutually convenient time for such a meeting (buchanj@hrw.org and +1 212 
216 1857). We will also be in contact your office in the coming weeks regarding a convenient time for 
a meeting. 

Sincerely, 

                                                                                                    
Arvind Ganesan                                Brad Adams 
Director                                            Executive Director 
Business and Human Rights Division                              Asia Division 
 

mailto:buchanj@hrw.org


 

 
March 31, 2014 
 
China National Tobacco  
55 Yuetan South Street 
Xicheng District, Beijing 100045  
China 
 
中国北京西城区月坛南街 55 号（ ） 
 
Dear Ling Chengqing, 
 
We are writing today to share with you some additional information 
regarding our research on child labor in US tobacco farming, and to 
reiterate our interest in meeting with you or senior China National 
Tobacco staff to discuss these issues. We are also taking this 
opportunity to share our key recommendations to businesses 
purchasing tobacco in the United States. 
 
Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
As we explained previously, consistent with our methodology for 
investigating human rights worldwide, we go to great lengths to 
protect the confidentiality of interviewees. Out of concern for 
interviewees’ security, we are unable to report specific farms where 
children worked, but we can share a list of counties where children 
reported working in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee 
(attached). Due to the very small number of children we interviewed 
in Virginia, we are unable to provide county-level information for that 
state. 
 
While we hope our list of counties might help to guide China National 
Tobacco’s efforts to address hazardous child labor on farms in its 
supply chain, we would encourage the company to do a 
comprehensive investigation of child labor in every county from 
which China National Tobacco purchases tobacco. Due to the small 
size of our team and the nature of our methodology, we are not in a 
position to conduct a broad survey to examine conditions in every 
tobacco-growing county in the US. However, our research indicated 
patterns of hazardous child labor on tobacco farms in many different 
locations, and we urge China National Tobacco to look beyond the 
counties we identified in order to investigate thoroughly child labor 
on all US tobacco farms in its supply chain.  
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Recommendations 
 
We would like to take this opportunity to share our initial recommendations for 
tobacco manufacturing companies and tobacco leaf companies which we believe are 
essential to protect children from hazards particular to tobacco farming.  We look 
forward to discussing these recommendations with you. Human Rights Watch has 
also developed detailed recommendations for other relevant actors, including the US 
Congress, the US Senate, the President of the United States, the US Department of 
Labor, the Environmental Protection Agency, tobacco-producing states, tobacco 
growers’ associations and Farm Bureaus, agricultural employers, and the 
International Labour Organization.  
 
Human Rights Watch bases these recommendations on our research findings which 
we detailed to you in our January 2, 2014 letter, extensive reviews of available public 
health literature, interviews with public health researchers, analysis of national laws 
and practice, analysis of ILO laws and reports, interviews with ILO experts on child 
labor, interviews with representatives of the Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco 
Growing Foundation (ECLT), and ECLT materials.  
 
Based on our findings, Human Rights Watch believes that no child under age 18 
should be permitted to work with tobacco in any form, including plants of any size or 
dried tobacco leaves, due to the inherent health risks posed by nicotine and the 
pesticides applied to the crop.  
 
Because exposure to tobacco in any form is unsafe, Human Rights Watch has 
determined, based on our field investigations and other research, that as a practical 
matter there is no way for children under 18 to work safely on US tobacco farms when 
they have direct contact with tobacco plants of any size or dried tobacco leaves, 
even if wearing protective equipment. Though protective equipment may help 
mitigate exposure to nicotine and pesticide residues, rain suits and watertight 
gloves would not completely eliminate absorption of toxins through the skin and 
would greatly increase children’s risk of suffering heat-related illnesses. The 
inadequacy of protective equipment to protect children, as documented by Human 
Rights Watch in the US, seems likely to extend to tobacco farms outside the United 
States. 
 
A number of countries have laws or regulations prohibiting all children from working 
in tobacco farming, or from performing the majority of tasks in which they come into 
direct contact with tobacco in any form, including Brazil, India, Malawi, Kazakhstan, 
Russia, and Uganda.  
 
Recognizing the risks to children of work in tobacco farming, the US Department of 
Labor proposed regulations in 2011 that would have prohibited all children under 16 
(the minimum age for hazardous work in agriculture in the US) from “all work in the 



 

tobacco production and curing, including, but not limited to such activities as 
planting, cultivating, topping, harvesting, baling, barning, and curing.” The 
regulations were withdrawn in 2012. The ILO Committee of Experts has strongly 
urged the US government to reconsider withdrawal of the proposed regulations. 
 
This evidence and our analysis are further detailed in our forthcoming report, as are 
additional recommendations. Our key recommendations to businesses purchasing 
tobacco in the United States include:  
 
Regarding Child Labor 
 

 Adopt and implement policies globally prohibiting the use of child labor 
anywhere in the supply chain. The policy should specify that hazardous work 
for children under 18 is prohibited, including any work in which children come 
into direct contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves. 
Consistent with ILO conventions, the policy should also prohibit work by 
children under the age of 15, except for light work by children ages 13 to 15, or 
the minimum age provided by the country’s laws, whichever affords greater 
protection. The policy should specify that it is in effect throughout the supply 
chain in all countries irrespective of local laws that afford lesser protections. 

 
 Strive to phase out the use of child labor in the supply chain by establishing 

clear timeframes.  
 

 Ensure that all contracts with growers and suppliers should include specific 
language prohibiting the use of children in hazardous work under 18, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco leaves of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Establish and carry out penalties for those 
in the supply chain who violate the no-child labor policy. The penalties 
should be sufficiently severe and consistently implemented so as to have a 
dissuasive effect. Discontinue contracts with farms that repeatedly violate the 
policy prohibiting child labor. 

 
 Provide training to agronomists, suppliers, growers, workers, and others on 

the hazards to children of working in tobacco. Utilize outside experts on child 
labor to conduct these trainings where appropriate. 

 
 Establish a regular and rigorous internal monitoring process in all countries in 

the supply chain. 
 

 Engage qualified third-party monitoring for child labor in supply chains in all 
countries.  

 



 

 Engage a third-party organization to develop a no-child labor policy as 
outlined above, including the structures for its effective implementation.  

 
 Develop or enhance collaboration with local stakeholders to eliminate child 

labor on tobacco farms, including by: 
 

o Working with federal and local government officials, including the 
Office of Migrant Education, to ensure access to education for 
farmworker children.  

 
o Implementing, with meaningful input and participation from 

farmworker children, their families, and local stakeholders, free 
summer programs each year for both migrant and local children, as an 
alternative to working in tobacco farming. Programs should provide 
age-appropriate educational, recreational, and leadership 
development opportunities to children under 18.  

 
o Collaborating with local stakeholders to identify other summer 

employment opportunities for children as alternatives to working on 
tobacco farms.  

 
o Where possible, cooperating with the ILO’s International Programme 

on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), UNICEF, nongovernmental 
organizations, and others undertaking efforts to prevent child labor, 
including through the provision of alternatives to working in tobacco 
farming. 

 
o Establishing a scholarship fund to provide young farmworkers with 

economic support to pursue higher education. The scholarship 
application should account for the unique circumstances of 
farmworker children’s educational paths.  

 
o Investing in rural health infrastructure to ensure tobacco workers and 

their children have access to health services.  
 

o Collaborating with land-grant universities and extension services to 
enhance agricultural education in tobacco-growing communities, and 
to provide farmworker families with access to land for small-scale 
agricultural enterprise.  

 
Regarding Industry-Wide Multilateral Initiatives 
 

 Develop an international industry-wide standard to prohibit hazardous work 
for children under 18 on tobacco farms, including any work in which children 



 

come into contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves; 
establish minimum age requirements consistent with ILO conventions.  

 
 Amend the US Tobacco Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) labor management 

guidelines to specify that hazardous work for children under 18 is prohibited, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco plants of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Consistent with ILO conventions, the 
standard should also prohibit work by children under the age of 15, except for 
light work by children ages 13 to 15. This standard should be a contractual 
requirement for all US tobacco growers. 

 
 Engage meaningfully in multi-stakeholder initiatives, including with a view to 

support tobacco industry efforts to promote the elimination of child labor in 
the tobacco supply chain, effective monitoring of these policies, and 
initiatives to support alternative employment, education, and recreational 
opportunities for children in tobacco-growing communities.  

 
 Increase financial support to nongovernmental organizations working to 

eliminate hazardous child labor in tobacco farming.  
 

 Establish a pooled fund to support programs that provide alternatives to child 
labor in US tobacco farming and/or consider expanding programs through the 
Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation to include the 
United States. 

 
Human Rights Watch welcomes any information you can share with us regarding 
China National Tobacco’s child labor policies and practices. We would also like to 
arrange a meeting with you or senior China National Tobacco staff and Human Rights 
Watch experts on child labor to discuss these issues. You may reach us by email or 
phone to arrange a mutually convenient time for such a meeting (buchanj@hrw.org 
and +1 212 216 1857). We look forward to discussing these recommendations with 
you.  
 
 
 
Best regards, 

 
Arvind Ganesan  
Director 
Business and Human Rights Division 

  
 
Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 



 

Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
State Counties 
 
Kentucky Barren 

Bath 
Bourbon 
Boyle 
Clark 
Crittenden 
Fayette 
Franklin 

Harrison 
Henry 
Lincoln 
McCrory 
Metcalfe 
Monroe 
Montgomery 
Pulaski 
Scott 
Shelby 
Taylor 
Warren 
Washington 
Wayne 

 
North Carolina Duplin 

Greene 
Johnston 
Jones 
Lenoir 
Martin 
Nash 
Onslow 
Pitt 
Sampson 
Wayne 
Wilson 

 
Tennessee Grainger 

Hawkins 
Jefferson 
Macon 
Sumner 

 



 

 

 
April 16, 2014 
 
 
To the members of the Farm Labor Practices Group, 
 
We are writing to thank you for the opportunity to present our 
research and recommendations at the April 10, 2014 Farm Labor 
Practices Group plenary meeting in Raleigh. We were grateful for the 
informative and constructive discussion with all of you, and we look 
forward to continued dialogue and meaningful progress on many of 
the concerns identified.  
 
As discussed during the meeting last week, we are sharing with you 
the slides from our presentation, along with additional information on 
the ages of the children we interviewed for this project. Please find a 
chart with this information below.  
 
We are also writing to let you know that Human Rights Watch will 
publish the report with our research on child labor in tobacco farming 
in the US and relevant recommendations next month. The report will 
describe our methodology, findings, and analysis of US laws and 
international standards related to child labor. Consistent with Human 
Rights Watch’s approach to our work worldwide, our report will 
include personal accounts from many of the children we interviewed, 
along with analysis of public health literature and national and 
international data. The report will also include a description of the 
policies and practices of several leading companies that purchase 
tobacco grown in the United States, including the six companies 
represented in the FLPG.  It will also include detailed versions of the 
recommendations we presented at the meeting last week, including 
recommendations to tobacco manufacturing and tobacco leaf 
companies, the Obama administration, US Congress, state 
governments, and others. 
 
We were encouraged to learn that the Farm Labor Practices Group 
took a decision to establish a working group on child labor, which 
has the possibility to make significant positive impacts. Human 
Rights Watch would welcome the opportunity to make further 
contributions to this group and looks forward to learning about the 
results of this group’s efforts. At the same time, in line with the 
United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
(the Ruggie principles) and other international standards and 
guidance, each company in the FLPG and other tobacco 
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manufacturing and leaf companies individually have responsibilities to prevent and 
remedy human rights concerns, including hazardous child labor, in their supply 
chains.  
 
Human Rights Watch is committed to accurately representing and publicizing the 
measures each company has taken to address child labor in supply chains globally. 
To that end, we would be pleased to report on any recent changes or further 
commitments made by your companies concerning policies on child labor. In order 
to reflect any commitments or policy changes in our publications, we would welcome 
responses to our recommendations shared with you during the plenary meeting as 
well as in the March 31 letter by April 30, 2014.  We would also welcome written 
responses from other members of the FLPG to inform our ongoing research on child 
labor.   
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Jo Becker 
Advocacy Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Margaret Wurth 
Researcher 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
Ages of Children Interviewed by Human Rights Watch  
 
Age NC KY TN VA TOTAL 
7   1  1 
8     0 
9 2  2  4 
10  1 1  2 
11 1 1   2 
12 3 2   5 
13 5 1 2  8 
14 14 8  2 24 
15 15 11 1  27 
16 20 10 2 1 33 
17 12 5 1  18 
18* 8 7 2  17 
TOTAL 80 46 12 3 141 
*All 18-year-old children interviewed for this report worked in tobacco as 17-year-old children in 2012.  

 
Mean age of children interviewed: 15 
Median age of children interviewed: 15 



 

December 11, 2013 

Alison Cooper, Chief Executive 
Imperial Tobacco Group PLC  
121 Winterstoke Road  
Bristol BS3 2LL 
United Kingdom 
 
Dear Ms. Cooper, 

Please accept my greetings on behalf of Human Rights Watch. Human Rights Watch 
is an international non-governmental human rights organization that conducts 
research and advocacy in over 90 countries around the world on a wide variety of 
human rights issues (see www.hrw.org). Among those issues is child labor, which 
we have reported on in the United States, El Salvador, Mali, Tanzania, Morocco, 
Uzbekistan, Indonesia, India, and other countries. In 2010 we published a report on 
hazardous child labor and other human rights abuses in tobacco farming in 
Kazakhstan.  

We are writing to you today to share preliminary findings with you concerning our 
recent research on child labor in tobacco farming in the United States. We hope to 
initiate a constructive dialogue with Imperial Tobacco Group regarding concerns 
related to child workers in tobacco farming.  

From May-October 2013 Human Rights Watch conducted research on child labor in 
tobacco farming in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia. We 
interviewed over 140 children ages 7-17 who stated that they worked in tobacco 
farming in 2012 or 2013, as well as children and parents who described other 
children working in tobacco farming.  

The specific jobs children said they did on tobacco farms included: planting 
seedlings, weeding, thinning tobacco plants, repositioning plants that were 
leaning, topping, pulling off suckers, and applying pesticides.  

On farms with flue-cured tobacco, children reported doing the following jobs: hand 
harvesting tobacco leaves, machine harvesting tobacco leaves, filling cages with 
tobacco leaves for drying, sorting tobacco leaves, and packing tobacco leaves.  

On farms growing burley tobacco, children reported: cutting tobacco plants, 
carrying cut tobacco plants, spearing tobacco plants on sticks for hanging, carrying 
sticks with several tobacco plants, lifting sticks with several tobacco plants onto 
trucks or to workers to hang the sticks in the rafters of a barn, hanging sticks with 
tobacco plants in barns, taking down sticks of burley tobacco plants from barns, 
and stripping leaves off dried tobacco. 
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The vast majority of children with whom Human Rights Watch spoke were working for hire. Most children 
were hired by a labor contractor or a labor subcontractor. Some children were working directly for 
tobacco growers. Only a few children worked on family farms, without pay. A few of the very youngest 
children worked with their parents sporadically and without pay.  

The vast majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they lived in the states in 
which they worked and worked primarily or exclusively in the summer months. Human Rights Watch also 
interviewed a few children who migrated to or within the United States for work.   

Preliminary Findings 

Health and Safety 

Nicotine Poisoning/Green Tobacco Sickness and Other Health Risks 

A majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described experiencing symptoms consistent 
with acute nicotine poisoning (Green Tobacco Sickness) while working, including, variously, nausea, 
dizziness, lightheadedness, headaches, vomiting, and loss of appetite.  

Some of these symptoms may be linked to pesticide exposure or working in conditions of high heat and 
high humidity without sufficient rest, shade, and hydration.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch said they lacked personal protective equipment, 
which would help minimize the amount of exposure to wet tobacco leaves and tobacco leaves that had 
been treated with pesticides or other hazardous chemicals.  

Some also reported difficulty sleeping together with symptoms of nicotine poisoning. 

Some children also reported itchy skin and skin rashes.  

Some children also told Human Rights Watch that water from tobacco plants would splash into their eyes 
or mouth during topping or pieces of tobacco leaves would fall into their eyes or mouth while lifting 
sticks with tobacco plants to be hung in barns.  

A few children reported respiratory and allergic symptoms while working in tobacco fields or in curing 
barns.  

Exposure to Pesticides and Growth Regulators  

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported that they saw tractors spraying pesticides or 
growth regulators in the fields in which they were working or in fields adjacent to the ones in which they 
were working. These children often reported being able to smell and/or feel the chemical spray as it 
drifted towards them. Many reported some or all of the following symptoms after coming into contact 
with the spray: burning eyes, burning nose, itchy skin, nausea, vomiting, dizziness, redness and swelling 
of the mouth, and headaches.  



A few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they applied pesticides to tobacco plants 
with a handheld sprayer and backpack and a few reported operating tractors that were spraying 
pesticides on tobacco fields. 

Extreme Temperatures 

All children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they often worked in high temperatures and 
high humidity typical for the summer months in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee and Virginia, and 
many stated that they were expected to work without additional breaks in such conditions.  

Water 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that the contractor or grower provided water to 
them while working, usually from a cooler. Some children told Human Rights Watch that the water 
provided was not clean or drinkable. Other children told Human Rights Watch that employers did not 
provide water at all.  

Lack of Shade 

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have the opportunity to 
shelter in shade during the work day. Some children reported that the shade available was inside 
vehicles used to transport the workers to the worksite, or in wooded areas, in the event the worksite was 
located near a wooded area.  

Lack of Sanitary Facilities  

Very few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported having access to a bathroom. Most 
children told Human Rights Watch that they would relieve themselves in wooded areas, if there were any 
near to the worksite, or refrain from relieving themselves at all during the day, including by declining to 
drink liquids. Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would drive them to a 
nearby gas station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the 
grower’s home if it was located near the worksite, where children would use a bathroom.  

Lack of Hand Washing Facilities 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have access to hand washing 
facilities. Many children stated that they rinsed their hands with water from the cooler provided, but did 
not use soap to wash their hands.  

Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would drive them to a nearby gas 
station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the grower’s home if it 
was located near the worksite, where children would be allowed to wash their hands.  

Lack of Personal Protective Equipment 

Almost none of the children interviewed by Human Rights Watch were given any kind of personal 
protective equipment by their employer.  



Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore black plastic garbage bags over their clothes to 
prevent their clothes from becoming soaked by water on the tobacco plants after rain or in high humidity 
conditions that created heavy dew. Children’s parents typically bought the plastic bags for them to wear. 
Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch did not wear plastic garbage bags because doing so 
made them overheat.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore latex or cloth gloves, which in most cases they or 
their parents bought. Some child workers said that the gloves available were too large for their hands or 
it was difficult for them to perform the work at the pace required while wearing gloves, so they worked 
without them.  

Several children told Human Rights Watch that they worked in bare feet or socks when the mud in the 
fields was deep and they lacked appropriate footwear. 

Repetitive Motions and Lifting Heavy Loads 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described performing prolonged repetitive motions, 
including working bent over at the waist, twisting their wrists to top tobacco plants, crawling on hands 
and knees, or reaching above their heads for extended periods of time. Children reported muscle 
soreness, aches, and pain in their backs, shoulders, arms, hands, and fingers after engaging in repetitive 
motions.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed child workers who reported loading heavy sticks of harvested tobacco 
plants onto flatbed wagons to be transported to barns for curing. Children also said they lifted heavy 
sticks of tobacco plants over their heads to other workers who would hang the sticks in the rafters of 
barns for curing.  

Work with Dangerous Tools, Machinery, and at Heights 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they used hoes to remove weeds from 
tobacco fields, as well as axes or hatchets to cut burley tobacco during the harvest and spikes to spear 
burley tobacco plants. Some children told us they sustained cuts and puncture wounds from working 
with these sharp tools.  

A few children said they operated or worked in close proximity to dangerous machinery, including 
mowers used to trim tobacco plants, tractors used to harvest tobacco leaves, and balers used to 
compress leaves into bales. In Kentucky, Human Rights Watch interviewed a few children who drove 
tractors while working in tobacco. Some children reported injuries related to operating or being near 
heavy machinery.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed children who told us they climbed into the rafters of barns, with and 
without ladders, to hang sticks of harvested burley tobacco to dry. Children described climbing to 
significant heights as crews of workers formed several tiers to pass sticks of tobacco upward to be hung 
in the barn for curing. While engaging in this work, children said, they straddled planks that were 
sometimes positioned two or three feet apart. 

Wages and Hours 



Wages 

Most children we interviewed reported earning minimum hourly wage for their work. Some children 
reported being paid by check and some were paid in cash.  

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch received less than minimum wage. Some children 
reported to Human Rights Watch earning more than minimum wage. Some children interviewed by 
Human Rights Watch said that they earned piece rate wages during the burley tobacco harvest based on 
the number of tobacco plants they cut and/or hung in barns.  

Some children reported to Human Rights Watch problems with wages including deductions by the 
contractor or grower for water or for reasons that were not explained to them or because of what they 
believed was inaccurate recording of hours by contractors.  

Working Hours 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described working long hours, typically between 10-12 
hours per day, and sometimes more. Some children worked shorter days, because the day’s work had 
been completed or because the contractor or grower allowed workers to end the day early due to heavy 
rain or very high heat.  Other children reported working through adverse weather conditions.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch worked 5 days per week; some worked fewer, and 
some children reported working 6 or 7 days per week.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they were allowed 2 or 3 breaks per 
day.  

Education 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch had migrated for work and missed several months of 
school. Some children reported skipping days of school to work in tobacco. Some children reported 
working long hours after school that interfered with their ability to keep up with schoolwork.  

Questions 

We are interested in learning more about the policies and practices Imperial Tobacco Group has in place 
regarding child labor and other labor practices in its global supply chain, including in the United States. 
We are aware, that Imperial Tobacco Group has stated on its website, that it will “follow and reference 
internationally recognised standards for good practice including… ILO core conventions for human rights 
and employment practices.” In particular, we are interested in the following information: 

1. What policies or procedures does Imperial Tobacco Group have in place regarding the use of 
child labor in tobacco farming on farms supplying tobacco to Imperial Tobacco Group or to 
Imperial Tobacco Group subsidiaries and suppliers?   
 

2. How does Imperial Tobacco Group monitor the treatment of child workers on farms supplying 
tobacco to Imperial Tobacco Group or to its subsidiaries and suppliers?  



 
3. Does Imperial Tobacco Group have policies or procedures to prevent and alleviate labor rights 

violations, and other human rights violations in its global supply chain? What are these policies 
or procedures?  

 
4. What policies does Imperial Tobacco Group have in place regarding working hours and breaks for 

workers engaged in tobacco farming on farms supplying tobacco to Imperial Tobacco Group or to 
its subsidiaries and suppliers? How does it monitor the implementation of these policies? 
 

5. What policies does Imperial Tobacco Group have in place regarding payment of wages to workers 
on tobacco farms in its supply chain and deductions from workers’ wages (such as for provision 
of water, transportation, or the like)? How does Imperial Tobacco Group monitor the 
implementation of these policies? 

6. What policies does Imperial Tobacco Group have in place regarding provision of water, shade, 
sanitary facilities and hand washing facilities to workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain? 
How does it monitor the implementation of these policies? 
 

7. What steps does Imperial Tobacco Group take to ensure that workers on tobacco farms in its 
supply chain, and not only growers, are informed about nicotine poisoning/Green Tobacco 
Sickness, risks associated with pesticide exposure, risks associated with dangerous tools, heavy 
machinery, and working at heights, and other health concerns?  

 
8. What policies does Imperial Tobacco Group have in place regarding the proximity of workers on 

tobacco farms in its supply chain to active spraying of pesticides or other hazardous chemicals 
by tractor, given the risk of workers’ exposure to pesticides as a result of drift when working near 
tractors that are spraying? How does Imperial Tobacco Group monitor the implementation of 
these policies? 
 

9. What mechanisms does Imperial Tobacco Group have to ensure the freedom of association for 
workers on farms which supply tobacco to Imperial Tobacco Group and to its subsidiaries and 
suppliers? Does the company believe that freedom of association includes a process for 
employers to recognize employee associations for the purpose of collective bargaining?  Has 
Imperial Tobacco Group established such a process on farms with which it or its subsidiaries 
contract? 

10. Has Imperial Tobacco Group identified or received any reports of child labor or other labor 
violations or other concerns about the treatment of workers on tobacco farms supplying tobacco 
to Imperial Tobacco Group, its subsidiaries and suppliers, either from workers or from others in 
2011, 2012 and 2013? If so, what actions has Imperial Tobacco Group taken?  

 
11. Does Imperial Tobacco Group have a mechanism whereby workers in its global supply chain may 

submit complaints regarding labor practices or other concerns?  If such a mechanism exists, 
what steps does Imperial Tobacco Group take to ensure that workers are informed of this 



mechanism and the manner in which they can use it? If such a mechanism exists, how many 
child workers or other workers have used it in 2011, 2012, and 2013? What steps does Imperial 
Tobacco Group take to ensure workers who file complaints do not face retaliation?  

 
12. We would be grateful to receive brief data on Imperial Tobacco Group’s total tobacco purchases 

in the United States as well as its total tobacco purchases in each of the following states: North 
Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia, in 2011, 2012, and 2013.  
 

13. We would be grateful for data on how these numbers compare to Imperial Tobacco Group’s 
tobacco purchasing in other countries.  
 

14. We would be grateful for data on worker deaths and injuries, if possible disaggregated by age, 
gender, and ethnicity, for all countries from which Imperial Tobacco Group and its subsidiaries 
supply tobacco.  

Human Rights Watch seeks to obtain information that will ensure accuracy in our reporting. We will be 
grateful if you can formally respond to this letter so that we can incorporate your perspective into our 
analysis and our report. We would welcome your response by January 24, 2014. 

We would also like to arrange a meeting with you or senior Imperial Tobacco Group staff and Human 
Rights Watch experts on child labor to discuss these issues. You may reach us by email or phone to 

arrange a mutually convenient time for such a meeting (buchanj@hrw.org and +1 212 216 1857). We 
will also be in contact with your office in the coming weeks regarding a convenient time for a 
meeting. 

Sincerely, 

                                                                         

Arvind Ganesan                     Jane Buchanan 
Director                      Associate Director 
Business and Human Rights Division     Children’s Rights Division 
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March 31, 2014 
 
Alison Cooper, Chief Executive 
Imperial Tobacco Group PLC  
121 Winterstoke Road  
Bristol BS3 2LL 
United Kingdom 
 
Dear Ms. Cooper, 
 
Thank you for your letter of January 22, 2014. We appreciate the 
constructive dialogue with Imperial Tobacco Group. We have 
appreciated the opportunities to learn more about Imperial Tobacco 
Group’s policies and practices concerning child labor. 
 
We are writing today to share with you some additional information 
regarding the counties in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee in 
which children reported working. We are also taking this opportunity 
to share our key recommendations to businesses purchasing tobacco 
in the United States. 
 
Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
As we explained previously, consistent with our methodology for 
investigating human rights worldwide, we go to great lengths to 
protect the confidentiality of interviewees. Out of concern for 
interviewees’ security, we are unable to report specific farms where 
children worked, but we can share a list of counties where children 
reported working in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee 
(attached). We do not preclude the possibility that children work in 
tobacco farming in other counties in these states. Due to the very 
small number of children we interviewed in Virginia, we are unable to 
provide county-level information for that state. 
 
While we hope our list of counties might help to guide Imperial 
Tobacco Group’s efforts to address hazardous child labor on farms in 
its supply chain, we would encourage the company to do a 
comprehensive investigation of child labor in every county from 
which Imperial Tobacco Group purchases tobacco. Due to the small 
size of our team and the nature of our methodology, we are not in a 
position to conduct a broad survey to examine conditions in every 
tobacco-growing county in the US. However, our research indicated 
patterns of hazardous child labor on tobacco farms in many different 
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locations, and we urge Imperial Tobacco Group to look beyond the counties we 
identified in order to investigate thoroughly child labor on all US tobacco farms in its 
supply chain.  
 
Recommendations 
 
We would like to take this opportunity to share our initial recommendations for 
tobacco manufacturing companies and tobacco leaf companies which we believe are 
essential to protect children from hazards particular to tobacco farming.  We look 
forward to discussing these recommendations with you. Human Rights Watch has 
also developed detailed recommendations for other relevant actors, including the US 
Congress, the US Senate, the President of the United States, the US Department of 
Labor, the Environmental Protection Agency, tobacco-producing states, tobacco 
growers’ associations and Farm Bureaus, agricultural employers, and the 
International Labour Organization. 
 
Human Rights Watch bases these recommendations on our research findings which 
we detailed to you in our December 11, 2013 letter, extensive reviews of available 
public health literature, interviews with public health researchers, analysis of 
national laws and practice, analysis of ILO laws and reports, interviews with ILO 
experts on child labor, interviews with representatives of the Eliminating Child 
Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation (ECLT), and ECLT materials.  
 
Based on our findings, Human Rights Watch believes that no child under age 18 
should be permitted to work with tobacco in any form, including plants of any size or 
dried tobacco leaves, due to the inherent health risks posed by nicotine and the 
pesticides applied to the crop.  
 
Because exposure to tobacco in any form is unsafe, Human Rights Watch has 
determined, based on our field investigations and other research, that as a practical 
matter there is no way for children under 18 to work safely on US tobacco farms when 
they have direct contact with tobacco plants of any size or dried tobacco leaves, 
even if wearing protective equipment. Though protective equipment may help 
mitigate exposure to nicotine and pesticide residues, rain suits and watertight 
gloves would not completely eliminate absorption of toxins through the skin and 
would greatly increase children’s risk of suffering heat-related illnesses. The 
inadequacy of protective equipment to protect children, as documented by Human 
Rights Watch in the US, seems likely to extend to tobacco farms outside the United 
States. 
 
A number of countries have laws or regulations prohibiting all children from working 
in tobacco farming, or from performing the majority of tasks in which they come into 
direct contact with tobacco in any form, including Brazil, India, Malawi, Kazakhstan, 
Russia, and Uganda.  
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Recognizing the risks to children of work in tobacco farming, the US Department of 
Labor proposed regulations in 2011 that would have prohibited all children under 16 
(the minimum age for hazardous work in agriculture in the US) from “all work in the 
tobacco production and curing, including, but not limited to such activities as 
planting, cultivating, topping, harvesting, baling, barning, and curing.” The 
regulations were withdrawn in 2012. The ILO Committee of Experts has strongly 
urged the US government to reconsider withdrawal of the proposed regulations. 
 
This evidence and our analysis are further detailed in our forthcoming report, as are 
additional recommendations.  Our key recommendations to businesses purchasing 
tobacco in the United States include:  
 
Regarding Child Labor 

 
• Adopt and implement policies globally prohibiting the use of child labor 

anywhere in the supply chain. The policy should specify that hazardous work 
for children under 18 is prohibited, including any work in which children come 
into direct contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves. 
Consistent with ILO conventions, the policy should also prohibit work by 
children under the age of 15, except for light work by children ages 13 to 15, or 
the minimum age provided by the country’s laws, whichever affords greater 
protection. The policy should specify that it is in effect throughout the supply 
chain in all countries irrespective of local laws that afford lesser protections. 
 

• Strive to phase out the use of child labor in the supply chain by establishing 
clear timeframes.  

 
• Ensure that all contracts with growers and suppliers include specific language 

prohibiting the use of children in hazardous work under 18, including any 
work in which children come into contact with tobacco leaves of any size and 
dried tobacco leaves. Establish and carry out penalties for those in the supply 
chain who violate the no-child labor policy. The penalties should be 
sufficiently severe and consistently implemented so as to have a dissuasive 
effect. Discontinue contracts with farms that repeatedly violate the policy 
prohibiting child labor. 

 
• Provide training to agronomists, suppliers, growers, workers, and others on 

the hazards to children of working in tobacco. Utilize outside experts on child 
labor to conduct these trainings where appropriate. 

 
• Establish a regular and rigorous internal monitoring process in all countries in 

the supply chain. 
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• Engage qualified third-party monitoring for child labor in supply chains in all 
countries.  

 
• Engage a third-party organization to develop a no-child labor policy as 

outlined above, including the structures for its effective implementation.  
 

• Develop or enhance collaboration with local stakeholders to eliminate child 
labor on tobacco farms, including by: 

 
o Working with federal and local government officials, including the 

Office of Migrant Education, to ensure access to education for 
farmworker children.  
 

o Implementing, with meaningful input and participation from 
farmworker children, their families, and local stakeholders, free 
summer programs each year for both migrant and local children, as an 
alternative to working in tobacco farming. Programs should provide 
age-appropriate educational, recreational, and leadership 
development opportunities to children under 18.  

 
o Collaborating with local stakeholders to identify other summer 

employment opportunities for children as alternatives to working on 
tobacco farms.  

 
o Where possible, cooperating with the ILO’s International Programme 

on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), UNICEF, nongovernmental 
organizations, and others undertaking efforts to prevent child labor, 
including through the provision of alternatives to working in tobacco 
farming. 

 
o Establishing a scholarship fund to provide young farmworkers with 

economic support to pursue higher education. The scholarship 
application should account for the unique circumstances of 
farmworker children’s educational paths.  

 
o Investing in rural health infrastructure to ensure tobacco workers and 

their children have access to health services.  
 

o Collaborating with land-grant universities and extension services to 
enhance agricultural education in tobacco-growing communities, and 
to provide farmworker families with access to land for small-scale 
agricultural enterprise.  
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Regarding Industry-Wide Multilateral Initiatives 
 

• Develop an international industry-wide standard to prohibit hazardous work 
for children under 18 on tobacco farms, including any work in which children 
come into contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves; 
establish minimum age requirements consistent with ILO conventions.  

 
• Amend the US Tobacco Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) labor management 

guidelines to specify that hazardous work for children under 18 is prohibited, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco plants of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Consistent with ILO conventions, the 
standard should also prohibit work by children under the age of 15, except for 
light work by children ages 13 to 15. This standard should be a contractual 
requirement for all US tobacco growers. 

 
• Engage meaningfully in multi-stakeholder initiatives, including with a view to 

support tobacco industry efforts to promote the elimination of child labor in 
the tobacco supply chain, effective monitoring of these policies, and 
initiatives to support alternative employment, education, and recreational 
opportunities for children in tobacco-growing communities.  

 
• Increase financial support to nongovernmental organizations working to 

eliminate hazardous child labor in tobacco farming.  
 

• Establish a pooled fund to support programs that provide alternatives to child 
labor in US tobacco farming and/or consider expanding programs through the 
Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation to include the 
United States. 

 
We look forward to discussing these recommendations with you and welcome any 
updates to Imperial Tobacco Group’s existing policies and practices regarding child 
labor, so that we have the most up-to-date information for our research and reporting.  
 
Best regards, 
 

 
Arvind Ganesan  
Director 
Business and Human Rights Division 

  
 
Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Cc: Kirsty Mann, Senior CR Engagement Manager 
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Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
State Counties 
 
Kentucky Barren 

Bath 
Bourbon 
Boyle 
Clark 
Crittenden 
Fayette 
Franklin 

Harrison 
Henry 
Lincoln 
McCrory 
Metcalfe 
Monroe 
Montgomery 
Pulaski 
Scott 
Shelby 
Taylor 
Warren 
Washington 
Wayne 

 
North Carolina Duplin 

Greene 
Johnston 
Jones 
Lenoir 
Martin 
Nash 
Onslow 
Pitt 
Sampson 
Wayne 
Wilson 

 
Tennessee Grainger 

Hawkins 
Jefferson 
Macon 
Sumner 

 



 

 

 
April 16, 2014 
 
 
To the members of the Farm Labor Practices Group, 
 
We are writing to thank you for the opportunity to present our 
research and recommendations at the April 10, 2014 Farm Labor 
Practices Group plenary meeting in Raleigh. We were grateful for the 
informative and constructive discussion with all of you, and we look 
forward to continued dialogue and meaningful progress on many of 
the concerns identified.  
 
As discussed during the meeting last week, we are sharing with you 
the slides from our presentation, along with additional information on 
the ages of the children we interviewed for this project. Please find a 
chart with this information below.  
 
We are also writing to let you know that Human Rights Watch will 
publish the report with our research on child labor in tobacco farming 
in the US and relevant recommendations next month. The report will 
describe our methodology, findings, and analysis of US laws and 
international standards related to child labor. Consistent with Human 
Rights Watch’s approach to our work worldwide, our report will 
include personal accounts from many of the children we interviewed, 
along with analysis of public health literature and national and 
international data. The report will also include a description of the 
policies and practices of several leading companies that purchase 
tobacco grown in the United States, including the six companies 
represented in the FLPG.  It will also include detailed versions of the 
recommendations we presented at the meeting last week, including 
recommendations to tobacco manufacturing and tobacco leaf 
companies, the Obama administration, US Congress, state 
governments, and others. 
 
We were encouraged to learn that the Farm Labor Practices Group 
took a decision to establish a working group on child labor, which 
has the possibility to make significant positive impacts. Human 
Rights Watch would welcome the opportunity to make further 
contributions to this group and looks forward to learning about the 
results of this group’s efforts. At the same time, in line with the 
United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
(the Ruggie principles) and other international standards and 
guidance, each company in the FLPG and other tobacco 
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manufacturing and leaf companies individually have responsibilities to prevent and 
remedy human rights concerns, including hazardous child labor, in their supply 
chains.  
 
Human Rights Watch is committed to accurately representing and publicizing the 
measures each company has taken to address child labor in supply chains globally. 
To that end, we would be pleased to report on any recent changes or further 
commitments made by your companies concerning policies on child labor. In order 
to reflect any commitments or policy changes in our publications, we would welcome 
responses to our recommendations shared with you during the plenary meeting as 
well as in the March 31 letter by April 30, 2014.  We would also welcome written 
responses from other members of the FLPG to inform our ongoing research on child 
labor.   
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Jo Becker 
Advocacy Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Margaret Wurth 
Researcher 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
Ages of Children Interviewed by Human Rights Watch  
 
Age NC KY TN VA TOTAL 
7   1  1 
8     0 
9 2  2  4 
10  1 1  2 
11 1 1   2 
12 3 2   5 
13 5 1 2  8 
14 14 8  2 24 
15 15 11 1  27 
16 20 10 2 1 33 
17 12 5 1  18 
18* 8 7 2  17 
TOTAL 80 46 12 3 141 
*All 18-year-old children interviewed for this report worked in tobacco as 17-year-old children in 2012.  

 
Mean age of children interviewed: 15 
Median age of children interviewed: 15 



 

 

December 12, 2013 

Mitsuomi Koizumi, Chief Executive Officer 
Japan Tobacco, Inc. 
JT Bldg. 2-1, Toranomon 2-chome 
Minato-ku, Tokyo  
105-8422  
Japan 
 
Dear Mr. Kozumi, 

Please accept my greetings on behalf of Human Rights Watch. Human Rights Watch 
is an international non-governmental human rights organization that conducts 
research and advocacy in over 90 countries around the world on a wide variety of 
human rights issues (see www.hrw.org). Among those issues is child labor, which 
we have reported on in the United States, El Salvador, Mali, Tanzania, Morocco, 
Uzbekistan, Indonesia, India, and other countries. In 2010 we published a report on 
hazardous child labor and other human rights abuses in tobacco farming in 
Kazakhstan.  

We are writing to you today to share preliminary findings with you concerning our 
recent research on child labor in tobacco farming in the United States. We hope to 
initiate a constructive dialogue with Japan Tobacco, Inc. regarding concerns related 
to child workers in tobacco farming.  

From May-October 2013 Human Rights Watch conducted research on child labor in 
tobacco farming in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia. We 
interviewed over 140 children ages 7-17 who stated that they worked in tobacco 
farming in 2012 or 2013, as well as children and parents who described other 
children working in tobacco farming.  

The specific jobs children said they did on tobacco farms included: planting 
seedlings, weeding, thinning tobacco plants, repositioning plants that were 
leaning, topping, pulling off suckers, and applying pesticides.  

On farms with flue-cured tobacco, children reported doing the following jobs: hand 
harvesting tobacco leaves, machine harvesting tobacco leaves, filling cages with 
tobacco leaves for drying, sorting tobacco leaves, and packing tobacco leaves.  

On farms growing burley tobacco, children reported: cutting tobacco plants, 
carrying cut tobacco plants, spearing tobacco plants on sticks for hanging, carrying 
sticks with several tobacco plants, lifting sticks with several tobacco plants onto 
trucks or to workers to hang the sticks in the rafters of a barn, hanging sticks with 
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tobacco plants in barns, taking down sticks of burley tobacco plants from barns, and stripping leaves off 
dried tobacco. 

The vast majority of children with whom Human Rights Watch spoke were working for hire. Most children 
were hired by a labor contractor or a labor subcontractor. Some children were working directly for 
tobacco growers. Only a few children worked on family farms, without pay. A few of the very youngest 
children worked with their parents sporadically and without pay.  

The vast majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they lived in the states in 
which they worked and worked primarily or exclusively in the summer months. Human Rights Watch also 
interviewed a few children who migrated to or within the United States for work.   

Preliminary Findings 

Health and Safety 

Nicotine Poisoning/Green Tobacco Sickness and Other Health Risks 

A majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described experiencing symptoms consistent 
with acute nicotine poisoning (Green Tobacco Sickness) while working, including, variously, nausea, 
dizziness, lightheadedness, headaches, vomiting, and loss of appetite.  

Some of these symptoms may be linked to pesticide exposure or working in conditions of high heat and 
high humidity without sufficient rest, shade, and hydration.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch said they lacked personal protective equipment, 
which would help minimize the amount of exposure to wet tobacco leaves and tobacco leaves that had 
been treated with pesticides or other hazardous chemicals.  

Some also reported difficulty sleeping together with symptoms of nicotine poisoning. 

Some children also reported itchy skin and skin rashes.  

Some children also told Human Rights Watch that water from tobacco plants would splash into their eyes 
or mouth during topping or pieces of tobacco leaves would fall into their eyes or mouth while lifting 
sticks with tobacco plants to be hung in barns.  

A few children reported respiratory and allergic symptoms while working in tobacco fields or in curing 
barns.  

Exposure to Pesticides and Growth Regulators  

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported that they saw tractors spraying pesticides or 
growth regulators in the fields in which they were working or in fields adjacent to the ones in which they 
were working. These children often reported being able to smell and/or feel the chemical spray as it 
drifted towards them. Many reported some or all of the following symptoms after coming into contact 
with the spray: burning eyes, burning nose, itchy skin, nausea, vomiting, dizziness, redness and swelling 
of the mouth, and headaches.  



A few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they applied pesticides to tobacco plants 
with a handheld sprayer and backpack and a few reported operating tractors that were spraying 
pesticides on tobacco fields. 

Extreme Temperatures 

All children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they often worked in high temperatures and 
high humidity typical for the summer months in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee and Virginia, and 
many stated that they were expected to work without additional breaks in such conditions.  

Water 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that the contractor or grower provided water to 
them while working, usually from a cooler. Some children told Human Rights Watch that the water 
provided was not clean or drinkable. Other children told Human Rights Watch that employers did not 
provide water at all.  

Lack of Shade 

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have the opportunity to 
shelter in shade during the work day. Some children reported that the shade available was inside 
vehicles used to transport the workers to the worksite, or in wooded areas, in the event the worksite was 
located near a wooded area.  

Lack of Sanitary Facilities  

Very few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported having access to a bathroom. Most 
children told Human Rights Watch that they would relieve themselves in wooded areas, if there were any 
near to the worksite, or refrain from relieving themselves at all during the day, including by declining to 
drink liquids. Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would drive them to a 
nearby gas station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the 
grower’s home if it was located near the worksite, where children would use a bathroom.  

Lack of Hand Washing Facilities 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have access to hand washing 
facilities. Many children stated that they rinsed their hands with water from the cooler provided, but did 
not use soap to wash their hands.  

Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would drive them to a nearby gas 
station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the grower’s home if it 
was located near the worksite, where children would be allowed to wash their hands.  

Lack of Personal Protective Equipment 

Almost none of the children interviewed by Human Rights Watch were given any kind of personal 
protective equipment by their employer.  



Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore black plastic garbage bags over their clothes to 
prevent their clothes from becoming soaked by water on the tobacco plants after rain or in high humidity 
conditions that created heavy dew. Children’s parents typically bought the plastic bags for them to wear. 
Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch did not wear plastic garbage bags because doing so 
made them overheat.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore latex or cloth gloves, which in most cases they or 
their parents bought. Some child workers said that the gloves available were too large for their hands or 
it was difficult for them to perform the work at the pace required while wearing gloves, so they worked 
without them.  

Several children told Human Rights Watch that they worked in bare feet or socks when the mud in the 
fields was deep and they lacked appropriate footwear. 

Repetitive Motions and Lifting Heavy Loads 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described performing prolonged repetitive motions, 
including working bent over at the waist, twisting their wrists to top tobacco plants, crawling on hands 
and knees, or reaching above their heads for extended periods of time. Children reported muscle 
soreness, aches, and pain in their backs, shoulders, arms, hands, and fingers after engaging in repetitive 
motions.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed child workers who reported loading heavy sticks of harvested tobacco 
plants onto flatbed wagons to be transported to barns for curing. Children also said they lifted heavy 
sticks of tobacco plants over their heads to other workers who would hang the sticks in the rafters of 
barns for curing.  

Work with Dangerous Tools, Machinery, and at Heights 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they used hoes to remove weeds from 
tobacco fields, as well as axes or hatchets to cut burley tobacco during the harvest and spikes to spear 
burley tobacco plants. Some children told us they sustained cuts and puncture wounds from working 
with these sharp tools.  

A few children said they operated or worked in close proximity to dangerous machinery, including 
mowers used to trim tobacco plants, tractors used to harvest tobacco leaves, and balers used to 
compress leaves into bales. In Kentucky, Human Rights Watch interviewed a few children who drove 
tractors while working in tobacco. Some children reported injuries related to operating or being near 
heavy machinery.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed children who told us they climbed into the rafters of barns, with and 
without ladders, to hang sticks of harvested burley tobacco to dry. Children described climbing to 
significant heights as crews of workers formed several tiers to pass sticks of tobacco upward to be hung 
in the barn for curing. While engaging in this work, children said, they straddled planks that were 
sometimes positioned two or three feet apart. 

Wages and Hours 



Wages 

Most children we interviewed reported earning minimum hourly wage for their work. Some children 
reported being paid by check and some were paid in cash.  

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch received less than minimum wage. Some children 
reported to Human Rights Watch earning more than minimum wage. Some children interviewed by 
Human Rights Watch said that they earned piece rate wages during the burley tobacco harvest based on 
the number of tobacco plants they cut and/or hung in barns.  

Some children reported to Human Rights Watch problems with wages including deductions by the 
contractor or grower for water or for reasons that were not explained to them or because of what they 
believed was inaccurate recording of hours by contractors.  

Working Hours 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described working long hours, typically between 10-12 
hours per day, and sometimes more. Some children worked shorter days, because the day’s work had 
been completed or because the contractor or grower allowed workers to end the day early due to heavy 
rain or very high heat.  Other children reported working through adverse weather conditions.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch worked 5 days per week; some worked fewer, and 
some children reported working 6 or 7 days per week.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they were allowed 2 or 3 breaks per 
day.  

Education 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch had migrated for work and missed several months of 
school. Some children reported skipping days of school to work in tobacco. Some children reported 
working long hours after school that interfered with their ability to keep up with schoolwork.  

Questions 

We are interested in learning more about the policies and practices Japan Tobacco, Inc. has in place 
concerning child labor and other labor rights in its global supply chain, including with regard to Japan 
Tobacco, Inc. subsidiaries, such as Japan Tobacco International (JTI), as well as Japan Tobacco and JTI 
suppliers. 

 We are aware that, as stated in its 2013 Corporate Social Responsibility report, Japan Tobacco, Inc. 
“reinforces the importance of human rights, in all areas of its business activities and workplaces” and 
that “JT Group makes it clear to the growers who supply our tobacco that child labor is not acceptable.” In 
particular, we are interested in the following information: 

1. What specific policies or procedures does Japan Tobacco, Inc. have in place regarding the use of 
child labor in tobacco farming on farms supplying tobacco to Japan Tobacco, Inc. and to its 
subsidiaries and suppliers?   



 
2. How does Japan Tobacco, Inc. monitor the treatment of child workers on farms supplying tobacco 

to Japan Tobacco, Inc. and to its subsidiaries and suppliers?  
 

3. Does Japan Tobacco, Inc. have policies or procedures to prevent and alleviate labor rights 
violations, and other human rights violations? What are these policies or procedures?  

 
4. What policies does Japan Tobacco, Inc. have in place regarding working hours and breaks for 

workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain? How does it monitor the implementation of these 
policies? 
 

5. What policies does Japan Tobacco, Inc. have in place regarding payment of wages to workers on 
tobacco farms in its supply chain and deductions from workers’ wages (such as for provision of 
water, transportation, or the like)? How does Japan Tobacco, Inc. monitor the implementation of 
these policies? 

6. What policies does Japan Tobacco, Inc. have in place regarding provision of water, shade, 
sanitary facilities and hand washing facilities to workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain? 
How does it monitor the implementation of these policies? 
 

7. What steps does Japan Tobacco, Inc. take to ensure that workers on tobacco farms, and not only 
growers, are informed about nicotine poisoning (Green Tobacco Sickness), risks associated with 
pesticide exposure, risks associated with dangerous tools, heavy machinery, and working at 
heights, and other health concerns?  

 
8. What policies does Japan Tobacco, Inc. have in place regarding the proximity of workers on 

tobacco farms to active spraying of pesticides or other hazardous chemicals by tractors, given 
the risk of workers’ exposure to pesticides as a result of drift when working near tractors that are 
spraying? How does Japan Tobacco, Inc. monitor the implementation of these policies? 
 

9. What mechanisms does Japan Tobacco, Inc. have to ensure the freedom of association for 
workers on farms supplying tobacco to Japan Tobacco, Inc., its subsidiaries and suppliers? Does 
the company believe that freedom of association includes a process for employers to recognize 
employee associations for the purposes of collective bargaining?  Has Japan Tobacco, Inc. 
established such a process on farms with which it or its subsidiaries contract? 

10. Has Japan Tobacco, Inc. identified or received any reports of child labor or other labor violations 
or other concerns about the treatment of workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain either from 
workers or from others in 2011, 2012 and 2013? If so, what actions has Japan Tobacco, Inc. taken?  

 
11. Does Japan Tobacco, Inc. have a mechanism whereby workers employed on farms supplying 

tobacco to Japan Tobacco, Inc., its subsidiaries, or suppliers may submit complaints regarding 
labor practices or other concerns?  If such a mechanism exists, what steps does Japan Tobacco, 
Inc. take to ensure that workers are informed of this mechanism and the manner in which they 
can use it? If such a mechanism exists, how many child workers or other workers have used it in 
2011, 2012, and 2013? What steps does Japan Tobacco, Inc. take to ensure that workers who file 
complaints do not face retaliation?  

 



12. We would be grateful to receive brief data on Japan Tobacco, Inc.’s total tobacco purchases in 
the United States as well as its total tobacco purchases in each of the following states in the 
United States: North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia, in 2011, 2012, and 2013.  
 

13. We would be grateful for data on how these numbers compare to Japan Tobacco, Inc.’s tobacco 
purchasing in other countries.  
 

14. We would be grateful for data on worker deaths and injuries, if possible disaggregated by age, 
gender, and ethnicity, for all countries from which Japan Tobacco, Inc. and its subsidiaries supply 
tobacco.  

Human Rights Watch seeks to obtain information that will ensure accuracy in our reporting. We will be 
grateful if you could formally respond to this letter so that we can incorporate your perspective into our 
analysis and our report. We would welcome your response by January 24, 2014. 

We would also like to arrange a meeting with you or senior Japan Tobacco, Inc. staff and Human Rights 
Watch experts on child labor to discuss these issues. You may reach us by email or phone to arrange a 
mutually convenient time for such a meeting (buchanj@hrw.org and +1 212 216 1857). We will also be in 
contact with your office in the coming weeks regarding a convenient time for this meeting. 

Sincerely, 

                                                                                     

Arvind Ganesan                                     Kanae Doi 
Director                                      Director 
Business and Human Rights Division                     Human Rights Watch Japan 
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March 31, 2014 
 
Mitsuomi Koizumi, Chief Executive Officer 
Japan Tobacco, Inc. 
JT Bldg. 2-1, Toranomon 2-chome 
Minato-ku, Tokyo  
105-8422  
Japan 
 
Dear Mr. Kozumi, 
 
Thank you for your letter of February 4, 2014 and for the meetings of 
February 6, 2014 and March 11, 2014. We appreciate the constructive 
dialogue with Japan Tobacco Group. We have appreciated the 
opportunities to learn more about Japan Tobacco Group’s policies 
and practices concerning child labor. We look forward to seeing you 
on April 10 in Raleigh when we will present our findings and 
recommendations at the Farm Labor Practices Group meeting.  
 
We are writing today to share with you some additional information 
regarding the counties in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee in 
which children reported working. We are also taking this opportunity 
to share our key recommendations to businesses purchasing tobacco 
in the United States. 
 
Counties where Children Reported Working 
As we explained previously, consistent with our methodology for 
investigating human rights worldwide, we go to great lengths to 
protect the confidentiality of interviewees. Out of concern for 
interviewees’ security, we are unable to report specific farms where 
children worked, but we can share a list of counties where children 
reported working in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee 
(attached). We do not preclude the possibility that children work in 
tobacco farming in other counties in these states. Due to the very 
small number of children we interviewed in Virginia, we are unable to 
provide county-level information for that state. 
 
While we hope our list of counties might help to guide Japan Tobacco 
Group’s efforts to address hazardous child labor on farms in its 
supply chain, we would encourage the company to do a 
comprehensive investigation of child labor in every county from 
which Japan Tobacco Group purchases tobacco. Due to the small size 
of our team and the nature of our methodology, we are not in a 
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position to conduct a broad survey to examine conditions in every tobacco-growing 
county in the US. However, our research indicated patterns of hazardous child labor 
on tobacco farms in many different locations, and we urge Japan Tobacco Group to 
look beyond the counties we identified in order to investigate thoroughly child labor 
on all US tobacco farms in its supply chain.  
 
Recommendations 
We would like to take this opportunity to share our initial recommendations for 
tobacco manufacturing companies and tobacco leaf companies which we believe are 
essential to protect children from hazards particular to tobacco farming.  We look 
forward to discussing these recommendations with you. Human Rights Watch has 
also developed detailed recommendations for other relevant actors, including the US 
Congress, the US Senate, the President of the United States, the US Department of 
Labor, the Environmental Protection Agency, tobacco-producing states, tobacco 
growers’ associations and Farm Bureaus, agricultural employers, and the 
International Labour Organization. 
 
Human Rights Watch bases these recommendations on our research findings which 
we detailed to you in our December 12, 2013 letter, extensive reviews of available 
public health literature, interviews with public health researchers, analysis of 
national laws and practice, analysis of ILO laws and reports, interviews with ILO 
experts on child labor, interviews with representatives of the Eliminating Child 
Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation (ECLT), and ECLT materials.  
 
Based on our findings, Human Rights Watch believes that no child under age 18 
should be permitted to work with tobacco in any form, including plants of any size or 
dried tobacco leaves, due to the inherent health risks posed by nicotine and the 
pesticides applied to the crop.  
 
Because exposure to tobacco in any form is unsafe, Human Rights Watch has 
determined, based on our field investigations and other research, that as a practical 
matter there is no way for children under 18 to work safely on US tobacco farms when 
they have direct contact with tobacco plants of any size or dried tobacco leaves, 
even if wearing protective equipment. Though protective equipment may help 
mitigate exposure to nicotine and pesticide residues, rain suits and watertight 
gloves would not completely eliminate absorption of toxins through the skin and 
would greatly increase children’s risk of suffering heat-related illnesses. The 
inadequacy of protective equipment to protect children, as documented by Human 
Rights Watch in the US, seems likely to extend to tobacco farms outside the United 
States. 
 
A number of countries have laws or regulations prohibiting all children from working 
in tobacco farming, or from performing the majority of tasks in which they come into 
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direct contact with tobacco in any form, including Brazil, India, Malawi, Kazakhstan, 
Russia, and Uganda.  
 
Recognizing the risks to children of work in tobacco farming, the US Department of 
Labor proposed regulations in 2011 that would have prohibited all children under 16 
(the minimum age for hazardous work in agriculture in the US) from “all work in the 
tobacco production and curing, including, but not limited to such activities as 
planting, cultivating, topping, harvesting, baling, barning, and curing.” The 
regulations were withdrawn in 2012. The ILO Committee of Experts has strongly 
urged the US government to reconsider withdrawal of the proposed regulations. 
 
This evidence and our analysis are further detailed in our forthcoming report, as are 
additional recommendations. Our key recommendations to businesses purchasing 
tobacco in the United States include:  
 
Regarding Child Labor 

• Adopt and implement policies globally prohibiting the use of child labor 
anywhere in the supply chain. The policy should specify that hazardous work 
for children under 18 is prohibited, including any work in which children come 
into direct contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves. 
Consistent with ILO conventions, the policy should also prohibit work by 
children under the age of 15, except for light work by children ages 13 to 15, or 
the minimum age provided by the country’s laws, whichever affords greater 
protection. The policy should specify that it is in effect throughout the supply 
chain in all countries irrespective of local laws that afford lesser protections. 
 

• Strive to phase out the use of child labor in the supply chain by establishing 
clear timeframes.  

 
• Ensure that all contracts with growers and suppliers include specific language 

prohibiting the use of children in hazardous work under 18, including any 
work in which children come into contact with tobacco leaves of any size and 
dried tobacco leaves. Establish and carry out penalties for those in the supply 
chain who violate the no-child labor policy. The penalties should be 
sufficiently severe and consistently implemented so as to have a dissuasive 
effect. Discontinue contracts with farms that repeatedly violate the policy 
prohibiting child labor. 

 
• Provide training to agronomists, suppliers, growers, workers, and others on 

the hazards to children of working in tobacco. Utilize outside experts on child 
labor to conduct these trainings where appropriate. 

 
• Establish a regular and rigorous internal monitoring process in all countries in 

the supply chain. 
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• Engage qualified third-party monitoring for child labor in supply chains in all 

countries.  
 

• Engage a third-party organization to develop a no-child labor policy as 
outlined above, including the structures for its effective implementation.  

 
• Develop or enhance collaboration with local stakeholders to eliminate child 

labor on tobacco farms, including by: 
 

o Working with federal and local government officials, including the 
Office of Migrant Education, to ensure access to education for 
farmworker children.  

 
o Implementing, with meaningful input and participation from 

farmworker children, their families, and local stakeholders, free 
summer programs each year for both migrant and local children, as an 
alternative to working in tobacco farming. Programs should provide 
age-appropriate educational, recreational, and leadership 
development opportunities to children under 18.  

 
o Collaborating with local stakeholders to identify other summer 

employment opportunities for children as alternatives to working on 
tobacco farms.  

 
o Where possible, cooperating with the ILO’s International Programme 

on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), UNICEF, nongovernmental 
organizations, and others undertaking efforts to prevent child labor, 
including through the provision of alternatives to working in tobacco 
farming. 

 
o Establishing a scholarship fund to provide young farmworkers with 

economic support to pursue higher education. The scholarship 
application should account for the unique circumstances of 
farmworker children’s educational paths.  

 
o Investing in rural health infrastructure to ensure tobacco workers and 

their children have access to health services.  
 

o Collaborating with land-grant universities and extension services to 
enhance agricultural education in tobacco-growing communities, and 
to provide farmworker families with access to land for small-scale 
agricultural enterprise.  
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Regarding Industry-Wide Multilateral Initiatives 
• Develop an international industry-wide standard to prohibit hazardous work 

for children under 18 on tobacco farms, including any work in which children 
come into contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves; 
establish minimum age requirements consistent with ILO conventions.  

 
• Amend the US Tobacco Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) labor management 

guidelines to specify that hazardous work for children under 18 is prohibited, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco plants of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Consistent with ILO conventions, the 
standard should also prohibit work by children under the age of 15, except for 
light work by children ages 13 to 15. This standard should be a contractual 
requirement for all US tobacco growers. 

 
• Engage meaningfully in multi-stakeholder initiatives, including with a view to 

support tobacco industry efforts to promote the elimination of child labor in 
the tobacco supply chain, effective monitoring of these policies, and 
initiatives to support alternative employment, education, and recreational 
opportunities for children in tobacco-growing communities.  

 
• Increase financial support to nongovernmental organizations working to 

eliminate hazardous child labor in tobacco farming.  
 

• Establish a pooled fund to support programs that provide alternatives to child 
labor in US tobacco farming and/or consider expanding programs through the 
Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation to include the 
United States. 

 
We look forward to discussing these recommendations with you and welcome any 
updates to Japan Tobacco Group’s existing policies and practices regarding child 
labor, so that we have the most up-to-date information for our research and reporting.  
 
Best regards, 
 

 
Arvind Ganesan  
Director 
Business and Human Rights Division 

  
 
Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
Cc: Ryoko Nagata, Senior Vice President, Corporate Social Responsibility 
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Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
State Counties 
 
Kentucky Barren 

Bath 
Bourbon 
Boyle 
Clark 
Crittenden 
Fayette 
Franklin 

Harrison 
Henry 
Lincoln 
McCrory 
Metcalfe 
Monroe 
Montgomery 
Pulaski 
Scott 
Shelby 
Taylor 
Warren 
Washington 
Wayne 

 
North Carolina Duplin 

Greene 
Johnston 
Jones 
Lenoir 
Martin 
Nash 
Onslow 
Pitt 
Sampson 
Wayne 
Wilson 

 
Tennessee Grainger 

Hawkins 
Jefferson 
Macon 
Sumner 

 



 

 

 
April 16, 2014 
 
 
To the members of the Farm Labor Practices Group, 
 
We are writing to thank you for the opportunity to present our 
research and recommendations at the April 10, 2014 Farm Labor 
Practices Group plenary meeting in Raleigh. We were grateful for the 
informative and constructive discussion with all of you, and we look 
forward to continued dialogue and meaningful progress on many of 
the concerns identified.  
 
As discussed during the meeting last week, we are sharing with you 
the slides from our presentation, along with additional information on 
the ages of the children we interviewed for this project. Please find a 
chart with this information below.  
 
We are also writing to let you know that Human Rights Watch will 
publish the report with our research on child labor in tobacco farming 
in the US and relevant recommendations next month. The report will 
describe our methodology, findings, and analysis of US laws and 
international standards related to child labor. Consistent with Human 
Rights Watch’s approach to our work worldwide, our report will 
include personal accounts from many of the children we interviewed, 
along with analysis of public health literature and national and 
international data. The report will also include a description of the 
policies and practices of several leading companies that purchase 
tobacco grown in the United States, including the six companies 
represented in the FLPG.  It will also include detailed versions of the 
recommendations we presented at the meeting last week, including 
recommendations to tobacco manufacturing and tobacco leaf 
companies, the Obama administration, US Congress, state 
governments, and others. 
 
We were encouraged to learn that the Farm Labor Practices Group 
took a decision to establish a working group on child labor, which 
has the possibility to make significant positive impacts. Human 
Rights Watch would welcome the opportunity to make further 
contributions to this group and looks forward to learning about the 
results of this group’s efforts. At the same time, in line with the 
United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
(the Ruggie principles) and other international standards and 
guidance, each company in the FLPG and other tobacco 
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manufacturing and leaf companies individually have responsibilities to prevent and 
remedy human rights concerns, including hazardous child labor, in their supply 
chains.  
 
Human Rights Watch is committed to accurately representing and publicizing the 
measures each company has taken to address child labor in supply chains globally. 
To that end, we would be pleased to report on any recent changes or further 
commitments made by your companies concerning policies on child labor. In order 
to reflect any commitments or policy changes in our publications, we would welcome 
responses to our recommendations shared with you during the plenary meeting as 
well as in the March 31 letter by April 30, 2014.  We would also welcome written 
responses from other members of the FLPG to inform our ongoing research on child 
labor.   
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Jo Becker 
Advocacy Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Margaret Wurth 
Researcher 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
Ages of Children Interviewed by Human Rights Watch  
 
Age NC KY TN VA TOTAL 
7   1  1 
8     0 
9 2  2  4 
10  1 1  2 
11 1 1   2 
12 3 2   5 
13 5 1 2  8 
14 14 8  2 24 
15 15 11 1  27 
16 20 10 2 1 33 
17 12 5 1  18 
18* 8 7 2  17 
TOTAL 80 46 12 3 141 
*All 18-year-old children interviewed for this report worked in tobacco as 17-year-old children in 2012.  

 
Mean age of children interviewed: 15 
Median age of children interviewed: 15 









 

December 11, 2013 

Murray S. Kessler  
Chairman, President, and Chief Executive Officer  
Lorillard, Inc. 
714 Green Valley Road  
Greensboro, North Carolina 27408-7018 
 
Dear Mr. Kessler, 

Please accept my greetings on behalf of Human Rights Watch. Human Rights 
Watch is an international non-governmental human rights organization that 
conducts research and advocacy in over 90 countries around the world on a 
wide variety of human rights issues (see www.hrw.org). Among those issues is 
child labor, which we have reported on in the United States, El Salvador, Mali, 
Tanzania, Morocco, Uzbekistan, Indonesia, India, and other countries. In 2010 
we published a report on hazardous child labor and other human rights abuses 
in tobacco farming in Kazakhstan.  

We are writing to you today to share preliminary findings with you concerning 
our recent research on child labor in tobacco farming in the United States. We 
hope to initiate a constructive dialogue with Lorillard, Inc. regarding concerns 
related to child workers in tobacco farming.  

From May-October 2013 Human Rights Watch conducted research on child labor 
in tobacco farming in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia. We 
interviewed over 140 children ages 7-17 who stated that they worked in tobacco 
farming in 2012 or 2013, as well as children and parents who described other 
children working in tobacco farming.  

The specific jobs children said they did on tobacco farms included: planting 
seedlings, weeding, thinning tobacco plants, repositioning plants that were 
leaning, topping, pulling off suckers, and applying pesticides.  

On farms with flue-cured tobacco, children reported doing the following jobs: 
hand harvesting tobacco leaves, machine harvesting tobacco leaves, filling 
cages with tobacco leaves for drying, sorting tobacco leaves, and packing 
tobacco leaves.  

On farms growing burley tobacco, children reported: cutting tobacco plants, 
carrying cut tobacco plants, spearing tobacco plants on sticks for hanging, 
carrying sticks with several tobacco plants, lifting sticks with several tobacco 
plants onto trucks or to workers to hang the sticks in the rafters of a barn, 
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hanging sticks with tobacco plants in barns, taking down sticks of burley tobacco plants from barns, 
and stripping leaves off dried tobacco. 

The vast majority of children with whom Human Rights Watch spoke were working for hire. Most 
children were hired by a labor contractor or a labor subcontractor. Some children were working 
directly for tobacco growers. Only a few children worked on family farms, without pay. A few of the 
very youngest children worked with their parents sporadically and without pay.  

The vast majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they lived in the states 
in which they worked and worked primarily or exclusively in the summer months. Human Rights 
Watch also interviewed a few children who migrated to or within the United States for work.   

Preliminary Findings 

Health and Safety 

Nicotine Poisoning/Green Tobacco Sickness and Other Health Risks 

A majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described experiencing symptoms 
consistent with acute nicotine poisoning (Green Tobacco Sickness) while working, including, 
variously, nausea, dizziness, lightheadedness, headaches, vomiting, and loss of appetite.  

Some of these symptoms may be linked to pesticide exposure or working in conditions of high heat 
and high humidity without sufficient rest, shade, and hydration.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch said they lacked personal protective 
equipment, which would help minimize the amount of exposure to wet tobacco leaves and tobacco 
leaves that had been treated with pesticides or other hazardous chemicals.  

Some also reported difficulty sleeping together with symptoms of nicotine poisoning. 

Some children also reported itchy skin and skin rashes.  

Some children also told Human Rights Watch that water from tobacco plants would splash into their 
eyes or mouth during topping or pieces of tobacco leaves would fall into their eyes or mouth while 
lifting sticks with tobacco plants to be hung in barns.  

A few children reported respiratory and allergic symptoms while working in tobacco fields or in 
curing barns.  

Exposure to Pesticides and Growth Regulators  

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported that they saw tractors spraying 
pesticides or growth regulators in the fields in which they were working or in fields adjacent to the 
ones in which they were working. These children often reported being able to smell and/or feel the 
chemical spray as it drifted towards them. Many reported some or all of the following symptoms 



after coming into contact with the spray: burning eyes, burning nose, itchy skin, nausea, vomiting, 
dizziness, redness and swelling of the mouth, and headaches.  

A few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they applied pesticides to tobacco 
plants with a handheld sprayer and backpack and a few reported operating tractors that were 
spraying pesticides on tobacco fields. 

Extreme Temperatures 

All children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they often worked in high temperatures 
and high humidity typical for the summer months in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee and 
Virginia, and many stated that they were expected to work without additional breaks in such 
conditions.  

Water 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that the contractor or grower provided 
water to them while working, usually from a cooler. Some children told Human Rights Watch that the 
water provided was not clean or drinkable. Other children told Human Rights Watch that employers 
did not provide water at all.  

Lack of Shade 

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have the opportunity to 
shelter in shade during the work day. Some children reported that the shade available was inside 
vehicles used to transport the workers to the worksite, or in wooded areas, in the event the worksite 
was located near a wooded area.  

Lack of Sanitary Facilities  

Very few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported having access to a bathroom. Most 
children told Human Rights Watch that they would relieve themselves in wooded areas, if there were 
any near to the worksite, or refrain from relieving themselves at all during the day, including by 
declining to drink liquids. Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would 
drive them to a nearby gas station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public 
facility or to the grower’s home if it was located near the worksite, where children would use a 
bathroom.  

Lack of Hand Washing Facilities 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have access to hand 
washing facilities. Many children stated that they rinsed their hands with water from the cooler 
provided, but did not use soap to wash their hands.  



Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would drive them to a nearby 
gas station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the grower’s 
home if it was located near the worksite, where children would be allowed to wash their hands.  

Lack of Personal Protective Equipment 

Almost none of the children interviewed by Human Rights Watch were given any kind of personal 
protective equipment by their employer.  

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore black plastic garbage bags over their 
clothes to prevent their clothes from becoming soaked by water on the tobacco plants after rain or in 
high humidity conditions that created heavy dew. Children’s parents typically bought the plastic 
bags for them to wear. Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch did not wear plastic 
garbage bags because doing so made them overheat.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore latex or cloth gloves, which in most cases 
they or their parents bought. Some child workers said that the gloves available were too large for 
their hands or it was difficult for them to perform the work at the pace required while wearing gloves, 
so they worked without them.  

Several children told Human Rights Watch that they worked in bare feet or socks when the mud in 
the fields was deep and they lacked appropriate footwear. 

Repetitive Motions and Lifting Heavy Loads 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described performing prolonged repetitive motions, 
including working bent over at the waist, twisting their wrists to top tobacco plants, crawling on 
hands and knees, or reaching above their heads for extended periods of time. Children reported 
muscle soreness, aches, and pain in their backs, shoulders, arms, hands, and fingers after engaging 
in repetitive motions.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed child workers who reported loading heavy sticks of harvested 
tobacco plants onto flatbed wagons to be transported to barns for curing. Children also said they 
lifted heavy sticks of tobacco plants over their heads to other workers who would hang the sticks in 
the rafters of barns for curing.  

Work with Dangerous Tools, Machinery, and at Heights 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they used hoes to remove weeds 
from tobacco fields, as well as axes or hatchets to cut burley tobacco during the harvest and spikes 
to spear burley tobacco plants. Some children told us they sustained cuts and puncture wounds 
from working with these sharp tools.  

A few children said they operated or worked in close proximity to dangerous machinery, including 
mowers used to trim tobacco plants, tractors used to harvest tobacco leaves, and balers used to 



compress leaves into bales. In Kentucky, Human Rights Watch interviewed a few children who drove 
tractors while working in tobacco. Some children reported injuries related to operating or being near 
heavy machinery.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed children who told us they climbed into the rafters of barns, with 
and without ladders, to hang sticks of harvested burley tobacco to dry. Children described climbing 
to significant heights as crews of workers formed several tiers to pass sticks of tobacco upward to 
be hung in the barn for curing. While engaging in this work, children said, they straddled planks that 
were sometimes positioned two or three feet apart. 

Wages and Hours 

Wages 

Most children we interviewed reported earning minimum hourly wage for their work. Some children 
reported being paid by check and some were paid in cash.  

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch received less than minimum wage. Some 
children reported to Human Rights Watch earning more than minimum wage. Some children 
interviewed by Human Rights Watch said that they earned piece rate wages during the burley 
tobacco harvest based on the number of tobacco plants they cut and/or hung in barns.  

Some children reported to Human Rights Watch problems with wages including deductions by the 
contractor or grower for water or for reasons that were not explained to them or because of what they 
believed was inaccurate recording of hours by contractors.  

Working Hours 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described working long hours, typically between 10-12 
hours per day, and sometimes more. Some children worked shorter days, because the day’s work 
had been completed or because the contractor or grower allowed workers to end the day early due 
to heavy rain or very high heat.  Other children reported working through adverse weather 
conditions.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch worked 5 days per week; some worked fewer, and 
some children reported working 6 or 7 days per week.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they were allowed 2 or 3 breaks 
per day.  

Education 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch had migrated for work and missed several 
months of school. Some children reported skipping days of school to work in tobacco. Some 
children reported working long hours after school that interfered with their ability to keep up with 
schoolwork.  



Questions 

We are interested in learning more about the policies and practices Lorillard, Inc. has in place 
regarding child labor and other labor practices in its global supply chain. We are aware that Lorillard, 
Inc. has stated on its website that it is “committed to maintaining high standards for honest and 
ethical conduct in all of its business dealings,” and that it is “confident that our supply chains do 
not utilize slavery, child labor or other human trafficking in the manufacture of our products.” The 
company also states that it encourages suppliers “to follow social responsibility policies and to 
comply with fair labor standards, including the protection of farm labor and the elimination of 
exploitive child and forced labor.”  In this regard, we are interested in the following information: 

1. What policies or procedures does Lorillard, Inc. have in place regarding the use of child labor 
in tobacco farming on farms supplying tobacco to Lorillard, Inc. or to intermediary 
companies from which Lorillard, Inc. buys tobacco?   
 

2. How does Lorillard, Inc. monitor the treatment of child workers on farms supplying tobacco 
to Lorillard, Inc. or to intermediary companies from which Lorillard, Inc. buys tobacco?  

 
3. Does Lorillard, Inc. have policies or procedures to prevent and alleviate labor rights 

violations, and other human rights violations in its global supply chain? What are these 
policies or procedures?  

 
4. What policies does Lorillard, Inc. have in place regarding working hours and breaks for 

workers engaged in tobacco farming on farms supplying tobacco to Lorillard, Inc. or to 
intermediary companies from which Lorillard, Inc. buys tobacco? How does it monitor the 
implementation of these policies? 
 

5. What policies does Lorillard, Inc. have in place regarding payment of wages to workers in its 
supply chain and deductions from workers’ wages (such as for provision of water, 
transportation, or the like)? How does Lorillard, Inc. monitor the implementation of these 
policies? 

6. What policies does Lorillard, Inc. have in place regarding provision of water, shade, sanitary 
facilities and hand washing facilities to workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain? How 
does it monitor the implementation of these policies? 
 

7. What steps does Lorillard, Inc. take to ensure that workers on tobacco farms in its supply 
chain, and not only growers, are informed about nicotine poisoning/Green Tobacco 
Sickness, risks associated with pesticide exposure, risks associated with dangerous tools, 
heavy machinery, and working at heights, and other health concerns?  

 
8. What policies does Lorillard, Inc. have in place regarding the proximity of workers on 

tobacco farms in its supply chain to active spraying of pesticides or other hazardous 
chemicals by tractor, given the risk of workers’ exposure to pesticides as a result of drift 
when working near tractors that are spraying? How does Lorillard, Inc. monitor the 
implementation of these policies? 



 
9. What mechanisms does Lorillard, Inc. have to ensure the freedom of association for workers 

on farms supplying tobacco to Lorillard, Inc.? Does the company believe that freedom of 
association includes a process for employers to recognize employee associations for the 
purposes of collective bargaining?   

10. Has Lorillard, Inc. identified or received any reports of child labor or other labor violations or 
other concerns about the treatment of workers on tobacco farms supplying tobacco to 
Lorillard, Inc., either from workers or from others in 2011, 2012 and 2013? If so, what actions 
has Lorillard, Inc. taken?  

 
11. Does Lorillard, Inc. have a mechanism whereby workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain 

may submit complaints regarding labor practices or other concerns?  If such a mechanism 
exists, what steps does Lorillard, Inc. take to ensure that workers are informed of this 
mechanism and the manner in which they can use it? If such a mechanism exists, how many 
child workers or other workers have used it in 2011, 2012, and 2013? What steps does 
Lorillard, Inc. take to ensure that workers who file complaints do not face retaliation?  

 
12. We would be grateful to receive brief data on Lorillard, Inc.’s total tobacco purchases in the 

United States as well as its total tobacco purchases in each of the following states: North 
Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia, in 2011, 2012, and 2013.  
 

13. We would be grateful for data on how these numbers compare to Lorillard, Inc.’s tobacco 
purchasing in other countries.  
 

14. We would be grateful for data on worker deaths and injuries, if possible disaggregated by 
age, gender, and ethnicity, for all countries from which Lorillard, Inc. and its subsidiaries 
supply tobacco.  

Human Rights Watch seeks to obtain information that will ensure accuracy in our reporting. We will 
be grateful if you can formally respond to this letter so that we can incorporate your perspective into 
our analysis and our report. We would welcome your response by January 24, 2014. 

We would also like to arrange a meeting with you or senior Lorillard, Inc. staff and Human Rights 
Watch experts on child labor to discuss these issues. You may reach us by email or phone to arrange 
a mutually convenient time for such a meeting  (buchanj@hrw.org and +1 212 216 1857). We will also 
be in contact with your office in the coming weeks regarding a convenient time for a meeting. 

Sincerely, 

                                                                               
Arvind Ganesan         Jane Buchanan 
Director          Associate Director 



Business and Human Rights Division      Children’s Rights Division 
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March 31, 2014 
 
Murray S. Kessler  
Chairman, President, and Chief Executive Officer  
Lorillard, Inc. 
714 Green Valley Road  
Greensboro, North Carolina 27408-7018 
 
Dear Mr. Kessler, 
 
Thank you for your letter of January 21, 2014. We appreciate the 
constructive dialogue with Lorillard. We have appreciated the 
opportunities to learn more about Lorillard’s policies and practices 
concerning child labor.  
 
We are writing today to share with you some additional information 
regarding the counties in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee in 
which children reported working. We are also taking this opportunity 
to share our key recommendations to businesses purchasing tobacco 
in the United States. 
 
Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
As we explained previously, consistent with our methodology for 
investigating human rights worldwide, we go to great lengths to 
protect the confidentiality of interviewees. Out of concern for 
interviewees’ security, we are unable to report specific farms where 
children worked, but we can share a list of counties where children 
reported working in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee 
(attached). We do not preclude the possibility that children work in 
tobacco farming in other counties in these states. Due to the very 
small number of children we interviewed in Virginia, we are unable to 
provide county-level information for that state. 
 
While we hope our list of counties might help to guide Lorillard’s 
efforts to address hazardous child labor on farms in its supply chain, 
we would encourage the company to do a comprehensive 
investigation of child labor in every county from which Lorillard 
purchases tobacco. Due to the small size of our team and the nature 
of our methodology, we are not in a position to conduct a broad 
survey to examine conditions in every tobacco-growing county in the 
US. However, our research indicated patterns of hazardous child 
labor on tobacco farms in many different locations, and we urge 
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Lorillard to look beyond the counties we identified in order to investigate thoroughly 
child labor on all US tobacco farms in its supply chain.  
 
Recommendations 
 
We would like to take this opportunity to share our initial recommendations for 
tobacco manufacturing companies and tobacco leaf companies which we believe are 
essential to protect children from hazards particular to tobacco farming.  We look 
forward to discussing these recommendations with you. Human Rights Watch has 
also developed detailed recommendations for other relevant actors, including the US 
Congress, the US Senate, the President of the United States, the US Department of 
Labor, the Environmental Protection Agency, tobacco-producing states, tobacco 
growers’ associations and Farm Bureaus, agricultural employers, and the 
International Labour Organization. 
 
Human Rights Watch bases these recommendations on our research findings which 
we detailed to you in our December 11, 2013 letter, extensive reviews of available 
public health literature, interviews with public health researchers, analysis of 
national laws and practice, analysis of ILO laws and reports, interviews with ILO 
experts on child labor, interviews with representatives of the Eliminating Child 
Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation (ECLT), and ECLT materials.  
 
Based on our findings, Human Rights Watch believes that no child under age 18 
should be permitted to work with tobacco in any form, including plants of any size or 
dried tobacco leaves, due to the inherent health risks posed by nicotine and the 
pesticides applied to the crop.  
 
Because exposure to tobacco in any form is unsafe, Human Rights Watch has 
determined, based on our field investigations and other research, that as a practical 
matter there is no way for children under 18 to work safely on US tobacco farms when 
they have direct contact with tobacco plants of any size or dried tobacco leaves, 
even if wearing protective equipment. Though protective equipment may help 
mitigate exposure to nicotine and pesticide residues, rain suits and watertight 
gloves would not completely eliminate absorption of toxins through the skin and 
would greatly increase children’s risk of suffering heat-related illnesses. The 
inadequacy of protective equipment to protect children, as documented by Human 
Rights Watch in the US, seems likely to extend to tobacco farms outside the United 
States. 
 
A number of countries have laws or regulations prohibiting all children from working 
in tobacco farming, or from performing the majority of tasks in which they come into 
direct contact with tobacco in any form, including Brazil, India, Malawi, Kazakhstan, 
Russia, and Uganda.  
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Recognizing the risks to children of work in tobacco farming, the US Department of 
Labor proposed regulations in 2011 that would have prohibited all children under 16 
(the minimum age for hazardous work in agriculture in the US) from “all work in the 
tobacco production and curing, including, but not limited to such activities as 
planting, cultivating, topping, harvesting, baling, barning, and curing.” The 
regulations were withdrawn in 2012. The ILO Committee of Experts has strongly 
urged the US government to reconsider withdrawal of the proposed regulations. 
 
This evidence and our analysis are further detailed in our forthcoming report, as are 
additional recommendations.  Our key recommendations to businesses purchasing 
tobacco in the United States include:  
 
Regarding Child Labor 
 

• Adopt and implement policies globally prohibiting the use of child labor 
anywhere in the supply chain. The policy should specify that hazardous work 
for children under 18 is prohibited, including any work in which children come 
into direct contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves. 
Consistent with ILO conventions, the policy should also prohibit work by 
children under the age of 15, except for light work by children ages 13 to 15, or 
the minimum age provided by the country’s laws, whichever affords greater 
protection. The policy should specify that it is in effect throughout the supply 
chain in all countries irrespective of local laws that afford lesser protections. 
 

• Strive to phase out the use of child labor in the supply chain by establishing 
clear timeframes.  

 
• Ensure that all contracts with growers and suppliers include specific language 

prohibiting the use of children in hazardous work under 18, including any 
work in which children come into contact with tobacco leaves of any size and 
dried tobacco leaves. Establish and carry out penalties for those in the supply 
chain who violate the no-child labor policy. The penalties should be 
sufficiently severe and consistently implemented so as to have a dissuasive 
effect. Discontinue contracts with farms that repeatedly violate the policy 
prohibiting child labor. 

 
• Provide training to agronomists, suppliers, growers, workers, and others on 

the hazards to children of working in tobacco. Utilize outside experts on child 
labor to conduct these trainings where appropriate. 

 
• Establish a regular and rigorous internal monitoring process in all countries in 

the supply chain. 
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• Engage qualified third-party monitoring for child labor in supply chains in all 
countries.  

 
• Engage a third-party organization to develop a no-child labor policy as 

outlined above, including the structures for its effective implementation.  
 

• Develop or enhance collaboration with local stakeholders to eliminate child 
labor on tobacco farms, including by: 

 
o Working with federal and local government officials, including the 

Office of Migrant Education, to ensure access to education for 
farmworker children.  
 

o Implementing, with meaningful input and participation from 
farmworker children, their families, and local stakeholders, free 
summer programs each year for both migrant and local children, as an 
alternative to working in tobacco farming. Programs should provide 
age-appropriate educational, recreational, and leadership 
development opportunities to children under 18.  

 
o Collaborating with local stakeholders to identify other summer 

employment opportunities for children as alternatives to working on 
tobacco farms.  

 
o Where possible, cooperating with the ILO’s International Programme 

on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), UNICEF, nongovernmental 
organizations, and others undertaking efforts to prevent child labor, 
including through the provision of alternatives to working in tobacco 
farming. 

 
o Establishing a scholarship fund to provide young farmworkers with 

economic support to pursue higher education. The scholarship 
application should account for the unique circumstances of 
farmworker children’s educational paths.  

 
o Investing in rural health infrastructure to ensure tobacco workers and 

their children have access to health services.  
 

o Collaborating with land-grant universities and extension services to 
enhance agricultural education in tobacco-growing communities, and 
to provide farmworker families with access to land for small-scale 
agricultural enterprise.  
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Regarding Industry-Wide Multilateral Initiatives 
 

• Develop an international industry-wide standard to prohibit hazardous work 
for children under 18 on tobacco farms, including any work in which children 
come into contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves; 
establish minimum age requirements consistent with ILO conventions.  
 

• Amend the US Tobacco Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) labor management 
guidelines to specify that hazardous work for children under 18 is prohibited, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco plants of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Consistent with ILO conventions, the 
standard should also prohibit work by children under the age of 15, except for 
light work by children ages 13 to 15. This standard should be a contractual 
requirement for all US tobacco growers. 

 
• Engage meaningfully in multi-stakeholder initiatives, including with a view to 

support tobacco industry efforts to promote the elimination of child labor in 
the tobacco supply chain, effective monitoring of these policies, and 
initiatives to support alternative employment, education, and recreational 
opportunities for children in tobacco-growing communities.  

 
• Increase financial support to nongovernmental organizations working to 

eliminate hazardous child labor in tobacco farming.  
 

• Establish a pooled fund to support programs that provide alternatives to child 
labor in US tobacco farming and/or consider expanding programs through the 
Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation to include the 
United States. 

 
We look forward to discussing these recommendations with you and welcome any 
updates to Lorillard’s existing policies and practices regarding child labor, so that we 
have the most up-to-date information for our research and reporting.  
 
Best regards, 
 

 
Arvind Ganesan  
Director 
Business and Human Rights Division 

  
 
Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Cc: Ronald S. Milstein, Executive Vice President, Legal and External Affairs 
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Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
State Counties 
 
Kentucky Barren 

Bath 
Bourbon 
Boyle 
Clark 
Crittenden 
Fayette 
Franklin 

Harrison 
Henry 
Lincoln 
McCrory 
Metcalfe 
Monroe 
Montgomery 
Pulaski 
Scott 
Shelby 
Taylor 
Warren 
Washington 
Wayne 

 
North Carolina Duplin 

Greene 
Johnston 
Jones 
Lenoir 
Martin 
Nash 
Onslow 
Pitt 
Sampson 
Wayne 
Wilson 

 
Tennessee Grainger 

Hawkins 
Jefferson 
Macon 
Sumner 

 



 

 

 
April 16, 2014 
 
 
To the members of the Farm Labor Practices Group, 
 
We are writing to thank you for the opportunity to present our 
research and recommendations at the April 10, 2014 Farm Labor 
Practices Group plenary meeting in Raleigh. We were grateful for the 
informative and constructive discussion with all of you, and we look 
forward to continued dialogue and meaningful progress on many of 
the concerns identified.  
 
As discussed during the meeting last week, we are sharing with you 
the slides from our presentation, along with additional information on 
the ages of the children we interviewed for this project. Please find a 
chart with this information below.  
 
We are also writing to let you know that Human Rights Watch will 
publish the report with our research on child labor in tobacco farming 
in the US and relevant recommendations next month. The report will 
describe our methodology, findings, and analysis of US laws and 
international standards related to child labor. Consistent with Human 
Rights Watch’s approach to our work worldwide, our report will 
include personal accounts from many of the children we interviewed, 
along with analysis of public health literature and national and 
international data. The report will also include a description of the 
policies and practices of several leading companies that purchase 
tobacco grown in the United States, including the six companies 
represented in the FLPG.  It will also include detailed versions of the 
recommendations we presented at the meeting last week, including 
recommendations to tobacco manufacturing and tobacco leaf 
companies, the Obama administration, US Congress, state 
governments, and others. 
 
We were encouraged to learn that the Farm Labor Practices Group 
took a decision to establish a working group on child labor, which 
has the possibility to make significant positive impacts. Human 
Rights Watch would welcome the opportunity to make further 
contributions to this group and looks forward to learning about the 
results of this group’s efforts. At the same time, in line with the 
United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
(the Ruggie principles) and other international standards and 
guidance, each company in the FLPG and other tobacco 
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manufacturing and leaf companies individually have responsibilities to prevent and 
remedy human rights concerns, including hazardous child labor, in their supply 
chains.  
 
Human Rights Watch is committed to accurately representing and publicizing the 
measures each company has taken to address child labor in supply chains globally. 
To that end, we would be pleased to report on any recent changes or further 
commitments made by your companies concerning policies on child labor. In order 
to reflect any commitments or policy changes in our publications, we would welcome 
responses to our recommendations shared with you during the plenary meeting as 
well as in the March 31 letter by April 30, 2014.  We would also welcome written 
responses from other members of the FLPG to inform our ongoing research on child 
labor.   
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Jo Becker 
Advocacy Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Margaret Wurth 
Researcher 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
Ages of Children Interviewed by Human Rights Watch  
 
Age NC KY TN VA TOTAL 
7   1  1 
8     0 
9 2  2  4 
10  1 1  2 
11 1 1   2 
12 3 2   5 
13 5 1 2  8 
14 14 8  2 24 
15 15 11 1  27 
16 20 10 2 1 33 
17 12 5 1  18 
18* 8 7 2  17 
TOTAL 80 46 12 3 141 
*All 18-year-old children interviewed for this report worked in tobacco as 17-year-old children in 2012.  

 
Mean age of children interviewed: 15 
Median age of children interviewed: 15 



 

 

December 11, 2013 

André Calantzopoulos 
Chief Executive Officer 
Philip Morris International, Inc. 
120 Park Avenue  
New York, New York 10017 
 
Cc: Jennifer P. Goodale 
Vice President, Contributions 
Philip Morris International 
Avenue de Rhodanie 50 
1007 Lausanne, Switzerland 
 
Dear Mr. Calantzopoulos, 

Please accept my greetings on behalf of Human Rights Watch. Human Rights 
Watch is grateful for the constructive dialogue we have had with Philip Morris 
International concerning protections for workers and child labor in Philip Morris 
International’s global supply chain since we first contacted Philip Morris 
Kazakhstan and Philip Morris International in October 2009 regarding child 
labor and exploitation of migrant workers on farms in Kazakhstan supplying 
tobacco to Philip Morris Kazakhstan.  

We are writing to you today to share preliminary findings with you concerning 
our recent research on child labor in tobacco farming in the United States. We 
hope that this new research will help deepen our dialogue with you regarding 
concerns related to child workers in tobacco farming and further Philip Morris 
International’s implementation of its Agricultural Labor Policy program 
throughout its global supply chain.  

From May-October 2013 Human Rights Watch conducted research on child labor 
in tobacco farming in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia. We 
interviewed approximately 140 children ages 7-17 who stated that they worked 

in tobacco farming in 2012 or 2013 or in both years, as well as children and 
parents who described other children working in tobacco farming.   

The specific jobs children said they did on tobacco farms included: planting 
seedlings, weeding, thinning tobacco plants, repositioning plants that were 
leaning, topping, pulling off suckers, and applying pesticides.  

 
350 Fifth Avenue, 34th Floor 
New York, NY 10118-3299 
Tel: +1-212-290-4700 
Fax: +1-212-736-1300; 917-591-3452 

AMSTERDAM   · BEIRUT   · BERLIN · BRUSSELS · CHICAGO  · GENEVA · JOHANNESBURG  · LONDON · LOS ANGELES · MOSCOW ·  NAIROBI  · NEW YORK · PARIS   ·    
SAN FRANCISCO · SÃO PAULO  · SYDNEY  · TOKYO   · TORONTO · WASHINGTON  · ZÜRICH 

Kenneth Roth, Executive Director 

D e p u t y  E x e c u t i v e  D i r e c t o r s  

Michele Alexander, Development and Global Initiatives  

Carroll Bogert, External Relations 

Iain Levine, Program 

Chuck Lustig, Operations 

 

Dinah PoKempner, General Counsel 

James Ross, Legal and Policy Director 

D i v i s i o n  a n d  P r o g r a m  D i r e c t o r s  

Brad Adams, Asia 

Daniel Bekele, Africa 

Alison Parker, United States 

José Miguel Vivanco, Americas 

Sarah Leah Whitson, Middle East and North Africa 

Hugh Williamson, Europe and Central Asia 

 

Joseph Amon, Health and Human Rights 

Shantha Rau Barriga, Disability Rights  

Peter Bouckaert, Emergencies 

Zama Coursen-Neff, Children’s Rights 

Richard Dicker, International Justice 

Bill Frelick, Refugee 

Arvind Ganesan, Business and Human Rights 

Liesl Gerntholtz, Women’s Rights 

Steve Goose, Arms  

Graeme Reid, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Rights 

A d v o c a c y  D i r e c t o r s  

Philippe Bolopion, United Nations, New York 

Maria Laura Canineu, Brazil 

Kanae Doi, Japan 

Jean-Marie Fardeau, France 

Meenakshi Ganguly, South Asia 

Tiseke Kasambala, Southern Africa 

Lotte Leicht, European Union 

Sarah Margon, Washington DC, Acting 

David Mepham, United Kingdom 

Wenzel Michalski, Germany   

Elaine Pearson, Australia 

Juliette de Rivero, United Nations, Geneva 

B o a r d  o f  D i r e c t o r s  

Hassan Elmasry, Co-Chair 

Joel Motley, Co-Chair 
Wendy Keys, Vice-Chair 

Susan Manilow, Vice-Chair 

Jean-Louis Servan-Schreiber, Vice-Chair 

Sid Sheinberg, Vice-Chair 
John J. Studzinski, Vice-Chair 

Michael G. Fisch, Treasurer 

Bruce Rabb, Secretary 

Karen Ackman 

Jorge Castañeda 

Tony Elliott 

Michael E. Gellert 

Hina Jilani 

Betsy Karel 

Robert Kissane 

Kimberly Marteau Emerson 

Oki Matsumoto 

Barry Meyer 

Aoife O’Brien 

Joan R. Platt 

Amy Rao 

Neil Rimer 

Victoria Riskin 

Graham Robeson 

Shelley Rubin 

Kevin P. Ryan 

Ambassador Robin Sanders 

Javier Solana 

Siri Stolt-Nielsen 

Darian W. Swig 

John R. Taylor 

Amy Towers 

Marie Warburg 

Catherine Zennström 

 

 



On farms with flue-cured tobacco, children reported doing the following jobs: hand harvesting 
tobacco leaves, machine harvesting tobacco leaves, filling cages with tobacco leaves for drying, 
sorting tobacco leaves, and packing tobacco leaves.  

On farms growing burley tobacco, children reported: cutting tobacco plants, carrying cut tobacco 
plants, spearing tobacco plants on sticks for hanging, carrying sticks with several tobacco plants, 
lifting sticks with several tobacco plants onto trucks or to workers to hang the sticks in the rafters of 
a barn, hanging sticks with tobacco plants in barns, taking down sticks of burley tobacco plants 
from barns, and stripping leaves off dried tobacco. 

The vast majority of children with whom Human Rights Watch spoke were working for hire. Most 
children were hired by a labor contractor or a labor subcontractor. Some children were working 
directly for tobacco growers. Only a few children worked on family farms, without pay. A few of the 
very youngest children worked with their parents sporadically and without pay.  

The vast majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they lived in the states 
in which they worked and worked primarily or exclusively in the summer months. Human Rights 
Watch also interviewed a few children who migrated to or within the United States for work.   

Preliminary Findings 

Health and Safety 

Nicotine Poisoning/Green Tobacco Sickness and Other Health Risks 

A majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described experiencing symptoms 
consistent with acute nicotine poisoning (Green Tobacco Sickness) while working, including, 
variously, nausea, dizziness, lightheadedness, headaches, vomiting, and loss of appetite.  

Some of these symptoms may be linked to pesticide exposure or working in conditions of high heat 
and high humidity without sufficient rest, shade, and hydration.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch said they lacked personal protective 
equipment, which would help minimize the amount of exposure to wet tobacco leaves and tobacco 
leaves that had been treated with pesticides or other hazardous chemicals.  

Some also reported difficulty sleeping together with symptoms of nicotine poisoning. 

Some children also reported itchy skin and skin rashes.  

Some children also told Human Rights Watch that water from tobacco plants would splash into their 
eyes or mouth during topping or pieces of tobacco leaves would fall into their eyes or mouth while 
lifting sticks with tobacco plants to be hung in barns.  

A few children reported respiratory and allergic symptoms while working in tobacco fields or in 
curing barns.  



Exposure to Pesticides and Growth Regulators  

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported that they saw tractors spraying 
pesticides or growth regulators in the fields in which they were working or in fields adjacent to the 
ones in which they were working. These children often reported being able to smell and/or feel the 
chemical spray as it drifted towards them. Many reported some or all of the following symptoms 
after coming into contact with the spray: burning eyes, burning nose, itchy skin, nausea, vomiting, 
dizziness, redness and swelling of the mouth, and headaches.  

A few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they applied pesticides to tobacco 
plants with a handheld sprayer and backpack and a few reported operating tractors that were 
spraying pesticides on tobacco fields. 

Extreme Temperatures 

All children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they often worked in high temperatures 
and high humidity typical for the summer months in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee and 
Virginia, and many stated that they were expected to work without additional breaks in such 
conditions.  

Water 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that the contractor or grower provided 
water to them while working, usually from a cooler. Some children told Human Rights Watch that the 
water provided was not clean or drinkable. Other children told Human Rights Watch that employers 
did not provide water at all.  

Lack of Shade 

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have the opportunity to 
shelter in shade during the work day. Some children reported that the shade available was inside 
vehicles used to transport the workers to the worksite, or in wooded areas, in the event the worksite 
was located near a wooded area.  

Lack of Sanitary Facilities  

Very few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported having access to a bathroom. Most 
children told Human Rights Watch that they would relieve themselves in wooded areas, if there were 
any near to the worksite, or refrain from relieving themselves at all during the day, including by 
declining to drink liquids. Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would 
drive them to a nearby gas station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public 
facility or to the grower’s home if it was located near the worksite, where children would use a 
bathroom.  

Lack of Hand Washing Facilities 



Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have access to hand 
washing facilities. Many children stated that they rinsed their hands with water from the cooler 
provided, but did not use soap to wash their hands.  

Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would drive them to a nearby 
gas station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the grower’s 
home if it was located near the worksite, where children would be allowed to wash their hands.  

Lack of Personal Protective Equipment 

Almost none of the children interviewed by Human Rights Watch were given any kind of personal 
protective equipment by their employer.  

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore black plastic garbage bags over their 
clothes to prevent their clothes from becoming soaked by water on the tobacco plants after rain or in 
high humidity conditions that created heavy dew. Children’s parents typically bought the plastic 
bags for them to wear. Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch did not wear plastic 
garbage bags because doing so made them overheat.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore latex or cloth gloves, which in most cases 
they or their parents bought. Some child workers said that the gloves available were too large for 
their hands or it was difficult for them to perform the work at the pace required while wearing gloves, 
so they worked without them.  

Several children told Human Rights Watch that they worked in bare feet or socks when the mud in 
the fields was deep and they lacked appropriate footwear. 

Repetitive Motions and Lifting Heavy Loads 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described performing prolonged repetitive motions, 
including working bent over at the waist, twisting their wrists to top tobacco plants, crawling on 
hands and knees, or reaching above their heads for extended periods of time. Children reported 
muscle soreness, aches, and pain in their backs, shoulders, arms, hands, and fingers after engaging 
in repetitive motions.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed child workers who reported loading heavy sticks of harvested 
tobacco plants onto flatbed wagons to be transported to barns for curing. Children also said they 
lifted heavy sticks of tobacco plants over their heads to other workers who would hang the sticks in 
the rafters of barns for curing.  

Work with Dangerous Tools, Machinery, Heavy Loads, and at Heights 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they used hoes to remove weeds 
from tobacco fields, as well as axes or hatchets to cut burley tobacco during the harvest and spikes 



to spear burley tobacco plants. Some children told us they sustained cuts and puncture wounds 
from working with these sharp tools.  

A few children said they operated or worked in close proximity to dangerous machinery, including 
mowers used to trim tobacco plants, tractors used to harvest tobacco leaves, and balers used to 
compress leaves into bales. In Kentucky, Human Rights Watch interviewed a few children who drove 
tractors while working in tobacco. Some children reported injuries related to operating or being near 
heavy machinery.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed children who told us they climbed into the rafters of barns, with 
and without ladders, to hang sticks of harvested burley tobacco to dry. Children described climbing 
to significant heights as crews of workers formed several tiers to pass sticks of tobacco upward to 
be hung in the barn for curing. While engaging in this work, children said, they straddled planks that 
were sometimes positioned two or three feet apart. 

Wages and Hours 

Wages 

Most children we interviewed reported earning minimum hourly wage for their work. Some children 
reported being paid by check and some were paid in cash.  

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch received less than minimum wage. Some 
children reported to Human Rights Watch earning more than minimum wage. Some children 
interviewed by Human Rights Watch said that they earned piece rate wages during the burley 
tobacco harvest based on the number of tobacco plants they cut and/or hung in barns.  

Some children reported to Human Rights Watch problems with wages including deductions by the 
contractor or grower for water or for reasons that were not explained to them or because of what they 
believed were inaccurate recording of hours by contractors.  

Working Hours 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described working long hours, typically between 10-12 
hours per day, and sometimes more. Some children worked shorter days, because the day’s work 
had been completed or because the contractor or grower allowed workers to end the day early due 
to heavy rain or very high heat.  Other children reported working through adverse weather 
conditions.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch worked 5 days per week; some worked fewer, and 
some children reported working 6 or 7 days per week.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they were allowed 2 or 3 breaks 
per day.  

 



Education 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch had migrated for work and missed several 
months of school. Some children reported skipping days of school to work in tobacco. Some 
children reported working long hours after school that interfered with their ability to keep up with 
schoolwork.  

Questions 

We are aware that Philip Morris International states in its Agricultural Labor Policy (ALP) that, “There 
shall be no child labor,” and specifies the following Measurable Standards: 

• There is no employment or recruitment of child labor. The minimum age for admission to 
work is not less than the age for the completion of compulsory schooling and, in any case, is 
not less than 15 years or the minimum age provided by the country’s laws, whichever affords 
greater protection. 

 
• No person below 18 is involved in any type of hazardous work. 

 
• In the case of family farms, a child may only help on his or her family’s farm provided that 
the work is light work and the child is between 13 and 15 years or above the minimum age for 
light work as defined by the country’s laws, whichever affords greater protection. 

 
We are interested in learning more about Philip Morris International’s implementation of this policy 
and the practices PMI has in place regarding child labor and other labor rights in the United States, 
as well as to receive the latest information regarding Philip Morris International’s implementation of 
the ALP policy globally. In particular, we are interested in the following information: 

1. What types of tasks on tobacco farms does Philip Morris International consider to be 
“hazardous work” under its policy that “No person below 18 is involved in any type of 
hazardous work”? What steps does PMI take to enforce the prohibition on children working 
in these types of tasks in its global supply chain and, in particular, in its United States 
supply chain?  
 

2. What is meant by the ALP measurable standard: “The minimum age for admission to work is 
not less than the age for the completion of compulsory schooling and, in any case, is not 
less than 15 years or the minimum age” in the context of the measurable standard: “No 
person below 18 is involved in any type of hazardous work”? 

 
3. Given the ALP’s prohibition on persons under 18 being involved in hazardous work, how 

does Philip Morris International monitor for child labor on farms supplying tobacco to PMI or 
to intermediary companies from which PMI buys tobacco? Specifically, how does Philip 
Morris International conduct this monitoring in the United States?  

 



4. How does Philip Morris International monitor the implementation of ALP policies concerning 
payment of wages to workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain and deductions from 
workers’ wages (such as for provision of water, transportation, or the like) and working 
hours? Does PMI have a policy concerning breaks for workers? 

5. What steps does Philip Morris International take to ensure that workers on tobacco farms in 
its supply chain, and not only growers, are informed about nicotine poisoning/Green 
Tobacco Sickness, risks associated with pesticide exposure, risks associated with 
dangerous tools, heavy machinery, and working at heights, and other health concerns? How 
does PMI monitor the implementation of these policies? 

 
6. What policies does Philip Morris International have in place regarding the proximity of 

workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain to active spraying of pesticides or other 
hazardous chemicals by tractor, given the risk of workers’ exposure to pesticides as a result 
of drift when working near tractors that are spraying? How does PMI monitor the 
implementation of these policies? 
 

7. What mechanisms does Philip Morris International have to ensure the ALP standard: 
“Farmers shall recognize and respect workers’ rights to freedom of association and to 
bargain collectively” is met on farms supplying tobacco to PMI and its subsidiaries and 
suppliers? Does PMI believe that freedom of association includes a process for employers to 
recognize employee associations for the purposes of collective bargaining?  Has PMI 
established such a process on farms with which it contracts directly? 
 

8. Has Philip Morris International identified or received any reports of child labor or other labor 
violations or other concerns about the treatment of workers on its tobacco fields in the 
United States either from workers or from others in 2011, 2012 and 2013? If so, what actions 
has Philip Morris International taken?  

 
9. Does Philip Morris International have a mechanism whereby workers employed on farms in 

the United States supplying tobacco to PMI may submit complaints regarding labor practices 
or other concerns?  If such a mechanism exists, what steps does PMI take to ensure that 
workers are informed of this mechanism and the manner in which they can use it? If such a 
mechanism exists, how many child workers or other workers have used it in 2011, 2012, and 
2013? What steps does PMI take to ensure that workers who file complaints do not face 
retaliation? 
 

10. We would be grateful to receive data on Philip Morris International’s total tobacco purchases 
in the United States as well as its total tobacco purchases in each of the following states: 
North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia, in 2011, 2012, and 2013.  
 



11. We would be grateful for data on how these numbers compare to Philip Morris 
International’s tobacco purchasing in other countries.  
 

12. We would be grateful for data on worker deaths and injuries, if possible disaggregated by 
age, gender, and ethnicity, for all countries from which Philip Morris International and its 
subsidiaries supply tobacco.  

 
Human Rights Watch seeks to obtain information that will ensure accuracy in our reporting. We will 
be grateful if you can formally respond to this letter so that we can incorporate your perspective into 
our analysis and our report. We would welcome your response by January 24, 2014. 

We would also like to arrange a meeting with you or senior Philip Morris International staff and 
Human Rights Watch experts on child labor to discuss the issues raised in this letter. You may reach 
us by email or phone to arrange a mutually convenient time for such a meeting (buchanj@hrw.org 
and +1 212 216 1857). We will also be in contact with your office in the coming weeks regarding a 
convenient time for a meeting. 

Sincerely, 

                                                                               
Arvind Ganesan           Jane Buchanan 
Director                          Associate Director 
Business and Human Rights Division           Children’s Rights Division 
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March 31, 2014 
 
André Calantzopoulos 
Chief Executive Officer 
Philip Morris International, Inc. 
120 Park Avenue  
New York, New York 10017 
 
Cc: Jennifer P. Goodale 
Vice President, Contributions 
Philip Morris International 
Avenue de Rhodanie 50 
1007 Lausanne, Switzerland 
 
Dear Mr. Calantzopoulos, 
 
Thank you for your letter of February 4, 2014 and for the meeting of 
February 6, 2014. We appreciate the constructive dialogue with Philip 
Morris International. We have appreciated the opportunities to learn 
more about Philip Morris International’s policies and practices 
concerning child labor. We look forward to seeing you on April 10 in 
Raleigh when we will present our findings and recommendations at 
the Farm Labor Practices Group meeting.  
 
We are writing today to share with you some additional information 
regarding the counties in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee in 
which children reported working. We are also taking this opportunity 
to share our key recommendations to businesses purchasing tobacco 
in the United States. 
 
Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
As we explained previously, consistent with our methodology for 
investigating human rights worldwide, we go to great lengths to 
protect the confidentiality of interviewees. Out of concern for 
interviewees’ security, we are unable to report specific farms where 
children worked, but we can share a list of counties where children 
reported working in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee 
(attached). We do not preclude the possibility that children work in 
tobacco farming in other counties in these states. Due to the very 
small number of children we interviewed in Virginia, we are unable to 
provide county-level information for that state. 
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While we hope our list of counties might help to guide Philip Morris International’s 
efforts to address hazardous child labor on farms in its supply chain, we would 
encourage the company to do a comprehensive investigation of child labor in every 
county from which Philip Morris International purchases tobacco. Due to the small 
size of our team and the nature of our methodology, we are not in a position to 
conduct a broad survey to examine conditions in every tobacco-growing county in 
the US. However, our research indicated patterns of hazardous child labor on 
tobacco farms in many different locations, and we urge Philip Morris International to 
look beyond the counties we identified in order to investigate thoroughly child labor 
on all US tobacco farms in its supply chain.  
 
Recommendations 
 
We would like to take this opportunity to share our initial recommendations for 
tobacco manufacturing companies and tobacco leaf companies which we believe are 
essential to protect children from hazards particular to tobacco farming.  We look 
forward to discussing these recommendations with you. Human Rights Watch has 
also developed detailed recommendations for other relevant actors, including the US 
Congress, the US Senate, the President of the United States, the US Department of 
Labor, the Environmental Protection Agency, tobacco-producing states, tobacco 
growers’ associations and Farm Bureaus, agricultural employers, and the 
International Labour Organization. 
 
Human Rights Watch bases these recommendations on our research findings which 
we detailed to you in our December 11, 2013 letter, extensive reviews of available 
public health literature, interviews with public health researchers, analysis of 
national laws and practice, analysis of ILO laws and reports, interviews with ILO 
experts on child labor, interviews with representatives of the Eliminating Child 
Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation (ECLT), and ECLT materials.  
 
Based on our findings, Human Rights Watch believes that no child under age 18 
should be permitted to work with tobacco in any form, including plants of any size or 
dried tobacco leaves, due to the inherent health risks posed by nicotine and the 
pesticides applied to the crop.  
 
Because exposure to tobacco in any form is unsafe, Human Rights Watch has 
determined, based on our field investigations and other research, that as a practical 
matter there is no way for children under 18 to work safely on US tobacco farms when 
they have direct contact with tobacco plants of any size or dried tobacco leaves, 
even if wearing protective equipment. Though protective equipment may help 
mitigate exposure to nicotine and pesticide residues, rain suits and watertight 
gloves would not completely eliminate absorption of toxins through the skin and 
would greatly increase children’s risk of suffering heat-related illnesses. The 
inadequacy of protective equipment to protect children, as documented by Human 
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Rights Watch in the US, seems likely to extend to tobacco farms outside the United 
States. 
 
A number of countries have laws or regulations prohibiting all children from working 
in tobacco farming, or from performing the majority of tasks in which they come into 
direct contact with tobacco in any form, including Brazil, India, Malawi, Kazakhstan, 
Russia, and Uganda.  
 
Recognizing the risks to children of work in tobacco farming, the US Department of 
Labor proposed regulations in 2011 that would have prohibited all children under 16 
(the minimum age for hazardous work in agriculture in the US) from “all work in the 
tobacco production and curing, including, but not limited to such activities as 
planting, cultivating, topping, harvesting, baling, barning, and curing.” The 
regulations were withdrawn in 2012. The ILO Committee of Experts has strongly 
urged the US government to reconsider withdrawal of the proposed regulations. 
 
This evidence and our analysis are further detailed in our forthcoming report, as are 
additional recommendations.  Our key recommendations to businesses purchasing 
tobacco in the United States include:  
 
Regarding Child Labor 
 

• Adopt and implement policies globally prohibiting the use of child labor 
anywhere in the supply chain. The policy should specify that hazardous work 
for children under 18 is prohibited, including any work in which children come 
into direct contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves. 
Consistent with ILO conventions, the policy should also prohibit work by 
children under the age of 15, except for light work by children ages 13 to 15, or 
the minimum age provided by the country’s laws, whichever affords greater 
protection. The policy should specify that it is in effect throughout the supply 
chain in all countries irrespective of local laws that afford lesser protections. 
 

• Strive to phase out the use of child labor in the supply chain by establishing 
clear timeframes.  

 
• Ensure that all contracts with growers and suppliers include specific language 

prohibiting the use of children in hazardous work under 18, including any 
work in which children come into contact with tobacco leaves of any size and 
dried tobacco leaves. Establish and carry out penalties for those in the supply 
chain who violate the no-child labor policy. The penalties should be 
sufficiently severe and consistently implemented so as to have a dissuasive 
effect. Discontinue contracts with farms that repeatedly violate the policy 
prohibiting child labor. 
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• Provide training to agronomists, suppliers, growers, workers, and others on 
the hazards to children of working in tobacco. Utilize outside experts on child 
labor to conduct these trainings where appropriate. 

 
• Establish a regular and rigorous internal monitoring process in all countries in 

the supply chain. 
 

• Engage qualified third-party monitoring for child labor in supply chains in all 
countries.  

 
• Engage a third-party organization to develop a no-child labor policy as 

outlined above, including the structures for its effective implementation.  
 

• Develop or enhance collaboration with local stakeholders to eliminate child 
labor on tobacco farms, including by: 

o Working with federal and local government officials, including the 
Office of Migrant Education, to ensure access to education for 
farmworker children.  

o Implementing, with meaningful input and participation from 
farmworker children, their families, and local stakeholders, free 
summer programs each year for both migrant and local children, as an 
alternative to working in tobacco farming. Programs should provide 
age-appropriate educational, recreational, and leadership 
development opportunities to children under 18.  

o Collaborating with local stakeholders to identify other summer 
employment opportunities for children as alternatives to working on 
tobacco farms.  

o Where possible, cooperating with the ILO’s International Programme 
on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), UNICEF, nongovernmental 
organizations, and others undertaking efforts to prevent child labor, 
including through the provision of alternatives to working in tobacco 
farming. 

o Establishing a scholarship fund to provide young farmworkers with 
economic support to pursue higher education. The scholarship 
application should account for the unique circumstances of 
farmworker children’s educational paths.  

o Investing in rural health infrastructure to ensure tobacco workers and 
their children have access to health services.  

o Collaborating with land-grant universities and extension services to 
enhance agricultural education in tobacco-growing communities, and 
to provide farmworker families with access to land for small-scale 
agricultural enterprise.  
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Regarding Industry-Wide Multilateral Initiatives 
 

• Develop an international industry-wide standard to prohibit hazardous work 
for children under 18 on tobacco farms, including any work in which children 
come into contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves; 
establish minimum age requirements consistent with ILO conventions.  
 

• Amend the US Tobacco Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) labor management 
guidelines to specify that hazardous work for children under 18 is prohibited, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco plants of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Consistent with ILO conventions, the 
standard should also prohibit work by children under the age of 15, except for 
light work by children ages 13 to 15. This standard should be a contractual 
requirement for all US tobacco growers. 

 
• Engage meaningfully in multi-stakeholder initiatives, including with a view to 

support tobacco industry efforts to promote the elimination of child labor in 
the tobacco supply chain, effective monitoring of these policies, and 
initiatives to support alternative employment, education, and recreational 
opportunities for children in tobacco-growing communities.  

 
• Increase financial support to nongovernmental organizations working to 

eliminate hazardous child labor in tobacco farming.  
 

• Establish a pooled fund to support programs that provide alternatives to child 
labor in US tobacco farming and/or consider expanding programs through the 
Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation to include the 
United States. 

 
We look forward to discussing these recommendations with you and welcome any 
updates to Philip Morris International’s existing policies and practices regarding 
child labor, so that we have the most up-to-date information for our research and 
reporting.  
 
Best regards, 
 

 
Arvind Ganesan  
Director 
Business and Human Rights Division 

  
 
Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 
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Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
State Counties 
 
Kentucky Barren 

Bath 
Bourbon 
Boyle 
Clark 
Crittenden 
Fayette 
Franklin 

Harrison 
Henry 
Lincoln 
McCrory 
Metcalfe 
Monroe 
Montgomery 
Pulaski 
Scott 
Shelby 
Taylor 
Warren 
Washington 
Wayne 

 
North Carolina Duplin 

Greene 
Johnston 
Jones 
Lenoir 
Martin 
Nash 
Onslow 
Pitt 
Sampson 
Wayne 
Wilson 

 
Tennessee Grainger 

Hawkins 
Jefferson 
Macon 
Sumner 

 



 

 

 
April 16, 2014 
 
 
To the members of the Farm Labor Practices Group, 
 
We are writing to thank you for the opportunity to present our 
research and recommendations at the April 10, 2014 Farm Labor 
Practices Group plenary meeting in Raleigh. We were grateful for the 
informative and constructive discussion with all of you, and we look 
forward to continued dialogue and meaningful progress on many of 
the concerns identified.  
 
As discussed during the meeting last week, we are sharing with you 
the slides from our presentation, along with additional information on 
the ages of the children we interviewed for this project. Please find a 
chart with this information below.  
 
We are also writing to let you know that Human Rights Watch will 
publish the report with our research on child labor in tobacco farming 
in the US and relevant recommendations next month. The report will 
describe our methodology, findings, and analysis of US laws and 
international standards related to child labor. Consistent with Human 
Rights Watch’s approach to our work worldwide, our report will 
include personal accounts from many of the children we interviewed, 
along with analysis of public health literature and national and 
international data. The report will also include a description of the 
policies and practices of several leading companies that purchase 
tobacco grown in the United States, including the six companies 
represented in the FLPG.  It will also include detailed versions of the 
recommendations we presented at the meeting last week, including 
recommendations to tobacco manufacturing and tobacco leaf 
companies, the Obama administration, US Congress, state 
governments, and others. 
 
We were encouraged to learn that the Farm Labor Practices Group 
took a decision to establish a working group on child labor, which 
has the possibility to make significant positive impacts. Human 
Rights Watch would welcome the opportunity to make further 
contributions to this group and looks forward to learning about the 
results of this group’s efforts. At the same time, in line with the 
United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
(the Ruggie principles) and other international standards and 
guidance, each company in the FLPG and other tobacco 
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manufacturing and leaf companies individually have responsibilities to prevent and 
remedy human rights concerns, including hazardous child labor, in their supply 
chains.  
 
Human Rights Watch is committed to accurately representing and publicizing the 
measures each company has taken to address child labor in supply chains globally. 
To that end, we would be pleased to report on any recent changes or further 
commitments made by your companies concerning policies on child labor. In order 
to reflect any commitments or policy changes in our publications, we would welcome 
responses to our recommendations shared with you during the plenary meeting as 
well as in the March 31 letter by April 30, 2014.  We would also welcome written 
responses from other members of the FLPG to inform our ongoing research on child 
labor.   
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Jo Becker 
Advocacy Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Margaret Wurth 
Researcher 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
Ages of Children Interviewed by Human Rights Watch  
 
Age NC KY TN VA TOTAL 
7   1  1 
8     0 
9 2  2  4 
10  1 1  2 
11 1 1   2 
12 3 2   5 
13 5 1 2  8 
14 14 8  2 24 
15 15 11 1  27 
16 20 10 2 1 33 
17 12 5 1  18 
18* 8 7 2  17 
TOTAL 80 46 12 3 141 
*All 18-year-old children interviewed for this report worked in tobacco as 17-year-old children in 2012.  

 
Mean age of children interviewed: 15 
Median age of children interviewed: 15 









 

December 11, 2013 

Daniel M. Delen  
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Reynolds American Inc. 
401 North Main Street 
Winston-Salem, NC 27101 
 
Dear Mr. Delen, 

Please accept my greetings on behalf of Human Rights Watch. Human Rights Watch 
is an international non-governmental human rights organization that conducts 
research and advocacy in over 90 countries around the world on a wide variety of 
human rights issues (see www.hrw.org). Among those issues is child labor, which 
we have reported on in the United States, El Salvador, Mali, Tanzania, Morocco, 
Uzbekistan, Indonesia, India, and other countries. In 2010 we published a report on 
hazardous child labor and other human rights abuses in tobacco farming in 
Kazakhstan.  

We are writing to you today to share preliminary findings with you concerning our 
recent research on child labor in tobacco farming in the United States. We hope to 
initiate a constructive dialogue with Reynolds American, Inc. regarding concerns 
related to child workers in tobacco farming.  

From May-October 2013 Human Rights Watch conducted research on child labor in 
tobacco farming in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia. We 
interviewed over 140 children ages 7-17 who stated that they worked in tobacco 
farming in 2012 or 2013, as well as children and parents who described other 
children working in tobacco farming.  

The specific jobs children said they did on tobacco farms included: planting 
seedlings, weeding, thinning tobacco plants, repositioning plants that were 
leaning, topping, pulling off suckers, and applying pesticides.  

On farms with flue-cured tobacco, children reported doing the following jobs: hand 
harvesting tobacco leaves, machine harvesting tobacco leaves, filling cages with 
tobacco leaves for drying, sorting tobacco leaves, and packing tobacco leaves.  

On farms growing burley tobacco, children reported: cutting tobacco plants, 
carrying cut tobacco plants, spearing tobacco plants on sticks for hanging, carrying 
sticks with several tobacco plants, lifting sticks with several tobacco plants onto 
trucks or to workers to hang the sticks in the rafters of a barn, hanging sticks with 
tobacco plants in barns, taking down sticks of burley tobacco plants from barns, 
and stripping leaves off dried tobacco. 
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The vast majority of children with whom Human Rights Watch spoke were working for hire. Most children 
were hired by a labor contractor or a labor subcontractor. Some children were working directly for 
tobacco growers. Only a few children worked on family farms, without pay. A few of the very youngest 
children worked with their parents sporadically and without pay.  

The vast majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they lived in the states in 
which they worked and worked primarily or exclusively in the summer months. Human Rights Watch also 
interviewed a few children who migrated to or within the United States for work.   

Preliminary Findings 

Health and Safety 

Nicotine Poisoning/Green Tobacco Sickness and Other Health Risks 

A majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described experiencing symptoms consistent 
with acute nicotine poisoning (Green Tobacco Sickness) while working, including, variously, nausea, 
dizziness, lightheadedness, headaches, vomiting, and loss of appetite.  

Some of these symptoms may be linked to pesticide exposure or working in conditions of high heat and 
high humidity without sufficient rest, shade, and hydration.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch said they lacked personal protective equipment, 
which would help minimize the amount of exposure to wet tobacco leaves and tobacco leaves that had 
been treated with pesticides or other hazardous chemicals.  

Some also reported difficulty sleeping together with symptoms of nicotine poisoning. 

Some children also reported itchy skin and skin rashes.  

Some children also told Human Rights Watch that water from tobacco plants would splash into their eyes 
or mouth during topping or pieces of tobacco leaves would fall into their eyes or mouth while lifting 
sticks with tobacco plants to be hung in barns.  

A few children reported respiratory and allergic symptoms while working in tobacco fields or in curing 
barns.  

Exposure to Pesticides and Growth Regulators  

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported that they saw tractors spraying pesticides or 
growth regulators in the fields in which they were working or in fields adjacent to the ones in which they 
were working. These children often reported being able to smell and/or feel the chemical spray as it 
drifted towards them. Many reported some or all of the following symptoms after coming into contact 
with the spray: burning eyes, burning nose, itchy skin, nausea, vomiting, dizziness, redness and swelling 
of the mouth, and headaches.  



A few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they applied pesticides to tobacco plants 
with a handheld sprayer and backpack and a few reported operating tractors that were spraying 
pesticides on tobacco fields. 

Extreme Temperatures 

All children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they often worked in high temperatures and 
high humidity typical for the summer months in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee and Virginia, and 
many stated that they were expected to work without additional breaks in such conditions.  

Water 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that the contractor or grower provided water to 
them while working, usually from a cooler. Some children told Human Rights Watch that the water 
provided was not clean or drinkable. Other children told Human Rights Watch that employers did not 
provide water at all.  

Lack of Shade 

Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have the opportunity to 
shelter in shade during the work day. Some children reported that the shade available was inside 
vehicles used to transport the workers to the worksite, or in wooded areas, in the event the worksite was 
located near a wooded area.  

Lack of Sanitary Facilities  

Very few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported having access to a bathroom. Most 
children told Human Rights Watch that they would relieve themselves in wooded areas, if there were any 
near to the worksite, or refrain from relieving themselves at all during the day, including by declining to 
drink liquids. Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would drive them to a 
nearby gas station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the 
grower’s home if it was located near the worksite, where children would use a bathroom.  

Lack of Hand Washing Facilities 

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have access to hand washing 
facilities. Many children stated that they rinsed their hands with water from the cooler provided, but did 
not use soap to wash their hands.  

Some children told Human Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would drive them to a nearby gas 
station, store, or other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the grower’s home if it 
was located near the worksite, where children would be allowed to wash their hands.  

Lack of Personal Protective Equipment 

Almost none of the children interviewed by Human Rights Watch were given any kind of personal 
protective equipment by their employer.  



Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore black plastic garbage bags over their clothes to 
prevent their clothes from becoming soaked by water on the tobacco plants after rain or in high humidity 
conditions that created heavy dew. Children’s parents typically bought the plastic bags for them to wear. 
Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch did not wear plastic garbage bags because doing so 
made them overheat.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore latex or cloth gloves, which in most cases they or 
their parents bought. Some child workers said that the gloves available were too large for their hands or 
it was difficult for them to perform the work at the pace required while wearing gloves, so they worked 
without them.  

Several children told Human Rights Watch that they worked in bare feet or socks when the mud in the 
fields was deep and they lacked appropriate footwear. 

Repetitive Motions and Lifting Heavy Loads 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described performing prolonged repetitive motions, 
including working bent over at the waist, twisting their wrists to top tobacco plants, crawling on hands 
and knees, or reaching above their heads for extended periods of time. Children reported muscle 
soreness, aches, and pain in their backs, shoulders, arms, hands, and fingers after engaging in repetitive 
motions.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed child workers who reported loading heavy sticks of harvested tobacco 
plants onto flatbed wagons to be transported to barns for curing. Children also said they lifted heavy 
sticks of tobacco plants over their heads to other workers who would hang the sticks in the rafters of 
barns for curing.  

Work with Dangerous Tools, Machinery, and at Heights 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they used hoes to remove weeds from 
tobacco fields, as well as axes or hatchets to cut burley tobacco during the harvest and spikes to spear 
burley tobacco plants. Some children told us they sustained cuts and puncture wounds from working 
with these sharp tools.  

A few children said they operated or worked in close proximity to dangerous machinery, including 
mowers used to trim tobacco plants, tractors used to harvest tobacco leaves, and balers used to 
compress leaves into bales. In Kentucky, Human Rights Watch interviewed a few children who drove 
tractors while working in tobacco. Some children reported injuries related to operating or being near 
heavy machinery.  

Human Rights Watch interviewed children who told us they climbed into the rafters of barns, with and 
without ladders, to hang sticks of harvested burley tobacco to dry. Children described climbing to 
significant heights as crews of workers formed several tiers to pass sticks of tobacco upward to be hung 
in the barn for curing. While engaging in this work, children said, they straddled planks that were 
sometimes positioned two or three feet apart. 

Wages and Hours 



Wages 

Most children we interviewed reported earning minimum hourly wage for their work. Some children 
reported being paid by check and some were paid in cash.  

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch received less than minimum wage. Some children 
reported to Human Rights Watch earning more than minimum wage. Some children interviewed by 
Human Rights Watch said that they earned piece rate wages during the burley tobacco harvest based on 
the number of tobacco plants they cut and/or hung in barns.  

Some children reported to Human Rights Watch problems with wages including deductions by the 
contractor or grower for water or for reasons that were not explained to them or because of what they 
believed was inaccurate recording of hours by contractors.  

Working Hours 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described working long hours, typically between 10-12 
hours per day, and sometimes more. Some children worked shorter days, because the day’s work had 
been completed or because the contractor or grower allowed workers to end the day early due to heavy 
rain or very high heat.  Other children reported working through adverse weather conditions.  

Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch worked 5 days per week; some worked fewer, and 
some children reported working 6 or 7 days per week.  

Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they were allowed 2 or 3 breaks per 
day.  

Education 

Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch had migrated for work and missed several months of 
school. Some children reported skipping days of school to work in tobacco. Some children reported 
working long hours after school that interfered with their ability to keep up with schoolwork.  

Questions 

We are interested in learning more about the policies and practices Reynolds American, Inc. has in place 

regarding child labor and other labor practices in its global supply chain, including in the United States. 

We are aware, as stated on Reynolds American, Inc.’s website, that the company believes “that 

universally recognized human rights should be respected. This principle and its day-to-day practice is 

one of the foundations of how we conduct our businesses….” In particular, we are interested in the 

following information: 

1. What policies or procedures does Reynolds American, Inc. have in place regarding the use of 
child labor in tobacco farming on farms supplying tobacco to Reynolds American, Inc. and to 
Reynolds American, Inc. subsidiaries and suppliers?   
 



2. How does Reynolds American, Inc. monitor the treatment of child workers on farms supplying 
tobacco to Reynolds American, Inc. and to Reynolds American, Inc. subsidiaries and suppliers?  

 
3. Does Reynolds American, Inc. have policies or procedures to prevent and alleviate labor rights 

violations, and other human rights violations in its global supply chain? What are these policies 
or procedures?  

 
4. What policies does Reynolds American, Inc. have in place regarding working hours and breaks for 

workers engaged in tobacco farming on farms supplying tobacco to Reynolds American, Inc. or to 
its subsidiaries and suppliers? How does it monitor the implementation of these policies? 
 

5. What policies does Reynolds American, Inc. have in place regarding payment of wages to workers 
on tobacco farms in its supply chain and deductions from workers’ wages (such as for provision 
of water, transportation, or the like)? How does Reynolds American, Inc. monitor the 
implementation of these policies? 

6. What policies does Reynolds American, Inc. have in place regarding provision of water, shade, 
sanitary facilities and hand washing facilities to workers on tobacco farms in its supply chain? 
How does it monitor the implementation of these policies? 
 

7. What steps does Reynolds American, Inc. take to ensure that workers on tobacco farms in its 
supply chain, and not only growers, are informed about nicotine poisoning/Green Tobacco 
Sickness, risks associated with pesticide exposure, risks associated with dangerous tools, heavy 
machinery, and working at heights, and other health concerns?  

 
8. What policies does Reynolds American, Inc. have in place regarding the proximity of workers on 

tobacco farms in its supply chain to active spraying of pesticides or other hazardous chemicals 
by tractor, given the risk of workers’ exposure to pesticides as a result of drift when working near 
tractors that are spraying? How does Reynolds American, Inc. monitor the implementation of 
these policies? 
 

9. What mechanisms does Reynolds American, Inc. have to ensure the freedom of association for 
workers on farms which supply tobacco to Reynolds American, Inc. and to its subsidiaries and 
suppliers? Does the company believe that freedom of association includes a process for 
employers to recognize employee associations for the purposes of collective bargaining?  Has 
Reynolds American, Inc. established such a process on farms with which it or its subsidiaries 
contract? 

10. Has Reynolds American, Inc. identified or received any reports of child labor or other labor 
violations or other concerns about the treatment of workers on tobacco farms supplying tobacco 
to Reynolds American, Inc., its subsidiaries and suppliers, either from workers or from others in 
2011, 2012 and 2013? If so, what actions has Reynolds American, Inc. taken?  

 
11. Does Reynolds American, Inc. have a mechanism whereby workers in its global supply chain may 

submit complaints regarding labor practices or other concerns?  If such a mechanism exists, 
what steps does Reynolds American, Inc. take to ensure that workers are informed of this 
mechanism and the manner in which they can use it? If such a mechanism exists, how many 
child workers or other workers have used it in 2011, 2012, and 2013? What steps does Reynolds 
American, Inc. take to ensure that workers who file complaints do not face retaliation?  



 
12. We would be grateful to receive brief data on Reynolds American, Inc.’s total tobacco purchases 

in the United States as well as its total tobacco purchases in each of the following states: North 
Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia, in 2011, 2012, and 2013.  
 

13. We would be grateful for data on how these numbers compare to Reynolds American, Inc.’s 
tobacco purchasing in other countries.  
 

14. We would be grateful for data on worker deaths and injuries, if possible disaggregated by age, 
gender, and ethnicity, for all countries from which Reynolds American, Inc. and its subsidiaries 
supply tobacco.  

Human Rights Watch seeks to obtain information that will ensure accuracy in our reporting. We will be 
grateful if you would formally respond to this letter so that we can incorporate your perspective into our 
analysis and our report. We would welcome your response by January 24, 2014. 

We would also like to arrange a meeting with you or senior Reynolds American, Inc. staff and Human 
Rights Watch experts on child labor to discuss these issues. You may reach us by email or phone to 

arrange a mutually convenient time for such a meeting (buchanj@hrw.org and +1 212 216 1857). We 
will also be in contact with your office in the coming weeks regarding a convenient time for this 
meeting.  

Sincerely, 
 

                                                                               
Arvind Ganesan                   Jane Buchanan 
Director                  Associate Director 
Business and Human Rights Division               Children’s Rights Division 
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February 28, 2014

Arvind Ganesan
Director
Business and Human Rights Division

Jane Buchanan
Associate Director
Children's Rights Division
Human Rights Watch
350 Fifth Avenue, 34th Floor
New York, NY 10118-3299

Dear Mr. Ganesan and Ms. Buchanan:

Daniel Delen, president and chief executive of Reynolds American Inc. (RAI), has asked
me to respond on his behalf to your inquiry related to research your organization
conducted regarding the use of child labor in tobacco farming.

Through services agreements, RAI's largest operating company, R.J. Reynolds Tobacco
Company (RJRT), provides administration of leaf purchases and related issues for the
other RAI tobacco-products manufacturing subsidiaries.

It's important to note that RJRT doesn't employ farm workers or grow its own tobacco.
Because farm workers are not our employees, we have no control over their recruitment,

their hiring, or the terms and conditions of their employment. However, we can - and do—
bring significant efforts to bear to ensure that our contracted growers understand our
expectation that they will comply with the law and good agricultural practices, and that they
and their workers have the information necessary to operate in a safe and legally
compliant manner.

RJRT expects that its contracted growers will comply with the law, and the company
communicates this expectation by putting it into its contracts with growers. Consequently,
growers are contractually obligated to abide by all local, state and federal laws, including
those laws regarding the use of child labor in agriculture.

RJRT's practice is to provide extensive training and educational resources to growers and
their workers in order to help them meet our expectations that they will operate in a safe
and legally compliant manner. RJRT has long provided training materials for farmers on
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key issues related to workplace safety and proper use of equipment and agrochemicals.
Contracted growers are required to participate in annual training programs administered by
the Cooperative Extension Services in their states before RJRT will purchase their
tobacco. These programs include training on child labor regulations; heat stress; green
tobacco sickness; proper use of farm equipment and personal protective equipment; state
and federal regulations on hiring practices, wages and hours; and a range of other issues.

RJRT's practice is not only to provide resources for growers, but for their workers as well.
RJRT funded the creation of Spanish-language DVDs that provide information to workers
to help them stay safe on the farms. These DVDs are distributed to growers for their use
in training their workers. RJRT has also pioneered live training sessions for workers, in
partnership with the U.S. and North Carolina departments of labor. These sessions
provide farm workers information about operating safely and about their rights under the
law.

RJRT's understanding of conditions on its contracted farms has always been informed by
RJRT personnel who visit growers as part of their job responsibilities. RJRT also uses
audits to monitor compliance with laws and good agricultural practices. Over the two-year
period of 2011 and 2012, RJRT commissioned an audit of farms in North Carolina with
which RJRT contracted for tobacco. These audits, conducted by Underwriters'
Laboratories' Responsible Sourcing unit, involved, among other things, site visits and
interviews with 922 farm workers. The results of that audit are available on the company's
website, www.rirt.com. Auditors identified only three instances in which workers under 18
were working on a contracted farm. In each instance, the grower was in legal compliance.

Other key findings included:
• 95 percent of the growers audited provided a safe environment for tobacco workers;

• 73 percent of the growers provided documented health and safety training to workers;

• 90 percent of the growers audited made personal protective equipment available to workers/

and in most cases where they did not, the workers had their own equipment;

• More than 94 percent of workers interviewed reported knowing whom to contact if they had a

compliant; and

• One percent of workers reported receiving less than the minimum age.

Your letter, in many cases, did not provide enough information to permit the reader to
distinguish between lawful and unlawful employment of workers under 18 years of age.
We hope that if your researchers believed a minor was employed in violation of applicable
law, those circumstances were reported to the applicable authorities. We would encourage
you to identify in your final report which instances appeared to constitute a violation of law
and which did not, as such information would make the report more useful and actionable.

RJRT is not the largest purchaser of tobacco in the states in which you conducted your
research, and the company only contracts with a finite number of farmers in each state. it
cannot be discerned from your letter whether any of the observations your researchers
noted were on farms with which RJRT contracts. The extensive training RJRT provides for
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its contracted growers, the results of our audit of the farms with which we contract, and the
farmers' understanding of the importance RJRT places on compliance issues certainly
contribute to our belief that our contract growers work hard to comply with the law and
provide a safe workplace for their workers.

RJRT has not only taken steps to promote responsibility within its own supply chain, but
has also worked with other stakeholders to address the larger supply chain for agricultural
products in North Carolina, in particular. Since 2011, RJRT has participated in the Farm
Labor Practices Group, a multilateral stakeholder dialogue group convened to address
issues in the tobacco supply chain. The group includes tobacco-products manufacturers,
grower representatives, the Farm Labor Organizing Committee, and government agencies.

RJRT is proud of its efforts to promote responsibility in the tobacco supply chain. While we
are not the largest purchaser of tobacco, we work hard to promote sustainability and
responsibility with our contracted growers. We are committed to working with others in the
tobacco industry, with other agribusinesses, with appropriate state government
representatives, and with advocacy and public policy groups to exchange viewpoints and
pursue opportunities for further improvement in this important area.

I hope this information is helpful as you work to complete your report. I encourage you to
visit ourwebsite, which addresses many of these issues in more detail. I appreciate the
invitation to meet, and I think a conversation about this topic is in order. You will be
receiving an invitation to attend the FLPG meeting in Raleigh, which is scheduled for
April 9-10, 2014. It makes sense to me that we take advantage of our both being in the
same place at the same time to have a private meeting.

Sincerely,

^QJJ-;
Sihn S. Wilson, III

Vice President
Corporate Sustainability and Commercial Equity
RAI Services Company
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March 31, 2014 
 
Daniel M. Delen  
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Reynolds American Inc. 
401 North Main Street 
Winston-Salem, NC 27101 
 
Dear Mr. Delen, 
 
Thank you for your letter of February 28, 2014. We appreciate the 
constructive dialogue with Reynolds American. We have appreciated 
the opportunities to learn more about Reynolds American’s policies 
and practices concerning child labor. We look forward to seeing you 
on April 10 in Raleigh when we will present our findings and 
recommendations at the Farm Labor Practices Group meeting.  
 
We are writing today to share with you some additional information 
regarding the counties in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee in 
which children reported working. We are also taking this opportunity 
to share our key recommendations to businesses purchasing tobacco 
in the United States. 
 
Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
As we explained previously, consistent with our methodology for 
investigating human rights worldwide, we go to great lengths to 
protect the confidentiality of interviewees. Out of concern for 
interviewees’ security, we are unable to report specific farms where 
children worked, but we can share a list of counties where children 
reported working in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee 
(attached). Due to the very small number of children we interviewed 
in Virginia, we are unable to provide county-level information for that 
state. 
 
While we hope our list of counties might help to guide Reynolds 
American’s efforts to address hazardous child labor on farms in its 
supply chain, we would encourage the company to do a 
comprehensive investigation of child labor in every county from 
which Reynolds American purchases tobacco. Due to the small size of 
our team and the nature of our methodology, we are not in a position 
to conduct a broad survey to examine conditions in every tobacco-
growing county in the US. However, our research indicated patterns of 
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hazardous child labor on tobacco farms in many different locations, and we urge 
Reynolds American to look beyond the counties we identified in order to investigate 
thoroughly child labor on all US tobacco farms in its supply chain.  
 
Recommendations 
 
We would like to take this opportunity to share our initial recommendations for 
tobacco manufacturing companies and tobacco leaf companies which we believe are 
essential to protect children from hazards particular to tobacco farming.  We look 
forward to discussing these recommendations with you. Human Rights Watch has 
also developed detailed recommendations for other relevant actors, including the US 
Congress, the US Senate, the President of the United States, the US Department of 
Labor, the Environmental Protection Agency, tobacco-producing states, tobacco 
growers’ associations and Farm Bureaus, agricultural employers, and the 
International Labour Organization.  
 
Human Rights Watch bases these recommendations on our research findings which 
we detailed to you in our December 11, 2013 letter, extensive reviews of available 
public health literature, interviews with public health researchers, analysis of 
national laws and practice, analysis of ILO laws and reports, interviews with ILO 
experts on child labor, interviews with representatives of the Eliminating Child 
Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation (ECLT), and ECLT materials.  
 
Based on our findings, Human Rights Watch believes that no child under age 18 
should be permitted to work with tobacco in any form, including plants of any size or 
dried tobacco leaves, due to the inherent health risks posed by nicotine and the 
pesticides applied to the crop.  
 
Because exposure to tobacco in any form is unsafe, Human Rights Watch has 
determined, based on our field investigations and other research, that as a practical 
matter there is no way for children under 18 to work safely on US tobacco farms when 
they have direct contact with tobacco plants of any size or dried tobacco leaves, 
even if wearing protective equipment. Though protective equipment may help 
mitigate exposure to nicotine and pesticide residues, rain suits and watertight 
gloves would not completely eliminate absorption of toxins through the skin and 
would greatly increase children’s risk of suffering heat-related illnesses. The 
inadequacy of protective equipment to protect children, as documented by Human 
Rights Watch in the US, seems likely to extend to tobacco farms outside the United 
States. 
 
A number of countries have laws or regulations prohibiting all children from working 
in tobacco farming, or from performing the majority of tasks in which they come into 
direct contact with tobacco in any form, including Brazil, India, Malawi, Kazakhstan, 
Russia, and Uganda.  
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Recognizing the risks to children of work in tobacco farming, the US Department of 
Labor proposed regulations in 2011 that would have prohibited all children under 16 
(the minimum age for hazardous work in agriculture in the US) from “all work in the 
tobacco production and curing, including, but not limited to such activities as 
planting, cultivating, topping, harvesting, baling, barning, and curing.” The 
regulations were withdrawn in 2012. The ILO Committee of Experts has strongly 
urged the US government to reconsider withdrawal of the proposed regulations. 
 
This evidence and our analysis are further detailed in our forthcoming report, as are 
additional recommendations. Our key recommendations to businesses purchasing 
tobacco in the United States include:  
 
Regarding Child Labor 
 

• Adopt and implement policies globally prohibiting the use of child labor 
anywhere in the supply chain. The policy should specify that hazardous work 
for children under 18 is prohibited, including any work in which children come 
into direct contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves. 
Consistent with ILO conventions, the policy should also prohibit work by 
children under the age of 15, except for light work by children ages 13 to 15, or 
the minimum age provided by the country’s laws, whichever affords greater 
protection. The policy should specify that it is in effect throughout the supply 
chain in all countries irrespective of local laws that afford lesser protections. 
 

• Strive to phase out the use of child labor in the supply chain by establishing 
clear timeframes.  

 
• Ensure that all contracts with growers and suppliers should include specific 

language prohibiting the use of children in hazardous work under 18, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco leaves of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Establish and carry out penalties for those 
in the supply chain who violate the no-child labor policy. The penalties 
should be sufficiently severe and consistently implemented so as to have a 
dissuasive effect. Discontinue contracts with farms that repeatedly violate the 
policy prohibiting child labor. 

 
• Provide training to agronomists, suppliers, growers, workers, and others on 

the hazards to children of working in tobacco. Utilize outside experts on child 
labor to conduct these trainings where appropriate. 

 
• Establish a regular and rigorous internal monitoring process in all countries in 

the supply chain. 
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• Engage qualified third-party monitoring for child labor in supply chains in all 
countries.  

 
• Engage a third-party organization to develop a no-child labor policy as 

outlined above, including the structures for its effective implementation.  
 

• Develop or enhance collaboration with local stakeholders to eliminate child 
labor on tobacco farms, including by: 

 
o Working with federal and local government officials, including the 

Office of Migrant Education, to ensure access to education for 
farmworker children.  
 

o Implementing, with meaningful input and participation from 
farmworker children, their families, and local stakeholders, free 
summer programs each year for both migrant and local children, as an 
alternative to working in tobacco farming. Programs should provide 
age-appropriate educational, recreational, and leadership 
development opportunities to children under 18.  

 
o Collaborating with local stakeholders to identify other summer 

employment opportunities for children as alternatives to working on 
tobacco farms.  

 
o Where possible, cooperating with the ILO’s International Programme 

on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), UNICEF, nongovernmental 
organizations, and others undertaking efforts to prevent child labor, 
including through the provision of alternatives to working in tobacco 
farming. 

 
o Establishing a scholarship fund to provide young farmworkers with 

economic support to pursue higher education. The scholarship 
application should account for the unique circumstances of 
farmworker children’s educational paths.  

 
o Investing in rural health infrastructure to ensure tobacco workers and 

their children have access to health services.  
 

o Collaborating with land-grant universities and extension services to 
enhance agricultural education in tobacco-growing communities, and 
to provide farmworker families with access to land for small-scale 
agricultural enterprise.  
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Regarding Industry-Wide Multilateral Initiatives 
 

• Develop an international industry-wide standard to prohibit hazardous work 
for children under 18 on tobacco farms, including any work in which children 
come into contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves; 
establish minimum age requirements consistent with ILO conventions.  
 

• Amend the US Tobacco Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) labor management 
guidelines to specify that hazardous work for children under 18 is prohibited, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco plants of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Consistent with ILO conventions, the 
standard should also prohibit work by children under the age of 15, except for 
light work by children ages 13 to 15. This standard should be a contractual 
requirement for all US tobacco growers. 

 
• Engage meaningfully in multi-stakeholder initiatives, including with a view to 

support tobacco industry efforts to promote the elimination of child labor in 
the tobacco supply chain, effective monitoring of these policies, and 
initiatives to support alternative employment, education, and recreational 
opportunities for children in tobacco-growing communities.  

 
• Increase financial support to nongovernmental organizations working to 

eliminate hazardous child labor in tobacco farming.  
 

• Establish a pooled fund to support programs that provide alternatives to child 
labor in US tobacco farming and/or consider expanding programs through the 
Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation to include the 
United States. 

 
We look forward to discussing these recommendations with you and welcome any 
updates to Reynolds American’s existing policies and practices regarding child labor, 
so that we have the most up-to-date information for our research and reporting.  
 
Best regards, 

 
Arvind Ganesan  
Director 
Business and Human Rights Division 

  
 
Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Cc: John S. Wilson, III, Vice President, Corporate Sustainability and Commercial 
Equity 
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Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
State Counties 
 
Kentucky Barren 

Bath 
Bourbon 
Boyle 
Clark 
Crittenden 
Fayette 
Franklin 

Harrison 
Henry 
Lincoln 
McCrory 
Metcalfe 
Monroe 
Montgomery 
Pulaski 
Scott 
Shelby 
Taylor 
Warren 
Washington 
Wayne 

 
North Carolina Duplin 

Greene 
Johnston 
Jones 
Lenoir 
Martin 
Nash 
Onslow 
Pitt 
Sampson 
Wayne 
Wilson 

 
Tennessee Grainger 

Hawkins 
Jefferson 
Macon 
Sumner 

 



 

 

 
April 16, 2014 
 
 
To the members of the Farm Labor Practices Group, 
 
We are writing to thank you for the opportunity to present our 
research and recommendations at the April 10, 2014 Farm Labor 
Practices Group plenary meeting in Raleigh. We were grateful for the 
informative and constructive discussion with all of you, and we look 
forward to continued dialogue and meaningful progress on many of 
the concerns identified.  
 
As discussed during the meeting last week, we are sharing with you 
the slides from our presentation, along with additional information on 
the ages of the children we interviewed for this project. Please find a 
chart with this information below.  
 
We are also writing to let you know that Human Rights Watch will 
publish the report with our research on child labor in tobacco farming 
in the US and relevant recommendations next month. The report will 
describe our methodology, findings, and analysis of US laws and 
international standards related to child labor. Consistent with Human 
Rights Watch’s approach to our work worldwide, our report will 
include personal accounts from many of the children we interviewed, 
along with analysis of public health literature and national and 
international data. The report will also include a description of the 
policies and practices of several leading companies that purchase 
tobacco grown in the United States, including the six companies 
represented in the FLPG.  It will also include detailed versions of the 
recommendations we presented at the meeting last week, including 
recommendations to tobacco manufacturing and tobacco leaf 
companies, the Obama administration, US Congress, state 
governments, and others. 
 
We were encouraged to learn that the Farm Labor Practices Group 
took a decision to establish a working group on child labor, which 
has the possibility to make significant positive impacts. Human 
Rights Watch would welcome the opportunity to make further 
contributions to this group and looks forward to learning about the 
results of this group’s efforts. At the same time, in line with the 
United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
(the Ruggie principles) and other international standards and 
guidance, each company in the FLPG and other tobacco 
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manufacturing and leaf companies individually have responsibilities to prevent and 
remedy human rights concerns, including hazardous child labor, in their supply 
chains.  
 
Human Rights Watch is committed to accurately representing and publicizing the 
measures each company has taken to address child labor in supply chains globally. 
To that end, we would be pleased to report on any recent changes or further 
commitments made by your companies concerning policies on child labor. In order 
to reflect any commitments or policy changes in our publications, we would welcome 
responses to our recommendations shared with you during the plenary meeting as 
well as in the March 31 letter by April 30, 2014.  We would also welcome written 
responses from other members of the FLPG to inform our ongoing research on child 
labor.   
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Jo Becker 
Advocacy Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Margaret Wurth 
Researcher 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
Ages of Children Interviewed by Human Rights Watch  
 
Age NC KY TN VA TOTAL 
7   1  1 
8     0 
9 2  2  4 
10  1 1  2 
11 1 1   2 
12 3 2   5 
13 5 1 2  8 
14 14 8  2 24 
15 15 11 1  27 
16 20 10 2 1 33 
17 12 5 1  18 
18* 8 7 2  17 
TOTAL 80 46 12 3 141 
*All 18-year-old children interviewed for this report worked in tobacco as 17-year-old children in 2012.  

 
Mean age of children interviewed: 15 
Median age of children interviewed: 15 



 

 

 
February 4, 2014 
 
J. Pieter Sikkel 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Alliance One International, Inc.             
8001 Aerial Center Parkway 
Morrisville, NC 27560-2009 
 
Please accept my greetings on behalf of Human Rights Watch. Human 
Rights Watch is an international non-governmental human rights 
organization that conducts research and advocacy in over 90 countries 
around the world on a wide variety of human rights issues (see 
www.hrw.org). Among those issues is child labor, which we have reported 
on in the United States, El Salvador, Mali, Tanzania, Morocco, Uzbekistan, 
Indonesia, India, and other countries. In 2010 we published a report on 
hazardous child labor and other human rights abuses in tobacco farming in 
Kazakhstan.  
 
We are writing to you today to share preliminary findings with you 
concerning our recent research on child labor in tobacco farming in the 
United States. We hope to initiate a constructive dialogue with Alliance One 
regarding concerns related to child workers in tobacco farming.  
 
From May-October 2013 Human Rights Watch conducted research on child 
labor in tobacco farming in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and 
Virginia. We interviewed over 140 children ages 7-17 who stated that they 
worked in tobacco farming in 2012 or 2013, as well as children and parents 
who described other children working in tobacco farming.  
 
The specific jobs children said they did on tobacco farms included: planting 
seedlings, weeding, thinning tobacco plants, repositioning plants that were 
leaning, topping, pulling off suckers, and applying pesticides.  
 
On farms with flue-cured tobacco, children reported doing the following 
jobs: hand harvesting tobacco leaves, machine harvesting tobacco leaves, 
filling cages with tobacco leaves for drying, sorting tobacco leaves, and 
packing tobacco leaves.  
 
On farms growing burley tobacco, children reported: cutting tobacco plants, 
carrying cut tobacco plants, spearing tobacco plants on sticks for hanging, 
carrying sticks with several tobacco plants, lifting sticks with several 
tobacco plants onto trucks or to workers to hang the sticks in the rafters of a 
barn, hanging sticks with tobacco plants in barns, taking down sticks of 
burley tobacco plants from barns, and stripping leaves off dried tobacco.  
 
The vast majority of children with whom Human Rights Watch spoke were 
working for hire. Most children were hired by a labor contractor or a labor 
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subcontractor. Some children were working directly for tobacco growers. Only a few children 
worked on family farms, without pay.  
 
A few of the very youngest children worked with their parents sporadically and without pay.  
 
The vast majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they lived in the 
states in which they worked and worked primarily or exclusively in the summer months. 
Human Rights Watch also interviewed a few children who migrated to or within the United 
States for work.  
 
Preliminary Findings  
Health and Safety  
 
Nicotine Poisoning/Green Tobacco Sickness and Other Health Risks  
A majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described experiencing symptoms 
consistent with acute nicotine poisoning (Green Tobacco Sickness) while working, including, 
variously, nausea, dizziness, lightheadedness, headaches, vomiting, and loss of appetite.  
 
Some of these symptoms may be linked to pesticide exposure or working in conditions of 
high heat and high humidity without sufficient rest, shade, and hydration. 
 
Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch said they lacked personal protective 
equipment, which would help minimize the amount of exposure to wet tobacco leaves and 
tobacco leaves that had been treated with pesticides or other hazardous chemicals.  
 
Some also reported difficulty sleeping together with symptoms of nicotine poisoning.  
 
Some children also reported itchy skin and skin rashes.  
 
Some children also told Human Rights Watch that water from tobacco plants would splash 
into their eyes or mouth during topping or pieces of tobacco leaves would fall into their eyes 
or mouth while lifting sticks with tobacco plants to be hung in barns. A few children reported 
respiratory and allergic symptoms while working in tobacco fields or in curing barns.  
 
Exposure to Pesticides and Growth Regulators  
Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported that they saw tractors spraying 
pesticides or growth regulators in the fields in which they were working or in fields adjacent 
to the ones in which they were working. These children often reported being able to smell 
and/or feel the chemical spray as it drifted towards them. Many reported some or all of the 
following symptoms after coming into contact with the spray: burning eyes, burning nose, 
itchy skin, nausea, vomiting, dizziness, redness and swelling of the mouth, and headaches. 
 
A few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they applied pesticides to 
tobacco plants with a handheld sprayer and backpack and a few reported operating tractors 
that were spraying pesticides on tobacco fields.  
 
Extreme Temperatures  



 

 

All children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they often worked in high 
temperatures and high humidity typical for the summer months in North Carolina, Kentucky, 
Tennessee and Virginia, and many stated that they were expected to work without additional 
breaks in such conditions.  
 
Water  
Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that the contractor or grower 
provided water to them while working, usually from a cooler. Some children told Human 
Rights Watch that the water provided was not clean or drinkable. Other children told Human 
Rights Watch that employers did not provide water at all.  
 
Lack of Shade  
Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have the 
opportunity to shelter in shade during the work day. Some children reported that the shade 
available was inside vehicles used to transport the workers to the worksite, or in wooded 
areas, in the event the worksite was located near a wooded area.  
 
Lack of Sanitary Facilities  
Very few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported having access to a bathroom. 
Most children told Human Rights Watch that they would relieve themselves in wooded areas, 
if there were any near to the worksite, or refrain from relieving themselves at all during the 
day, including by declining to drink liquids. Some children told Human Rights Watch that a 
contractor or grower would drive them to a nearby gas station, store, or other public facility, 
or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the grower’s home if it was located near the 
worksite, where children would use a bathroom.  
 
Lack of Hand Washing Facilities  
Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have access to 
hand washing facilities. Many children stated that they rinsed their hands with water from 
the cooler provided, but did not use soap to wash their hands. Some children told Human 
Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would drive them to a nearby gas station, store, or 
other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the grower’s home if it was 
located near the worksite, where children would be allowed to wash their hands.  
 
Lack of Personal Protective Equipment  
Almost none of the children interviewed by Human Rights Watch were given any kind of 
personal protective equipment by their employer. Many children interviewed by Human 
Rights Watch wore black plastic garbage bags over their clothes to prevent their clothes from 
becoming soaked by water on the tobacco plants after rain or in high humidity conditions 
that created heavy dew. Children’s parents typically bought the plastic bags for them to wear. 
Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch did not wear plastic garbage bags 
because doing so made them overheat.  
 
Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore latex or cloth gloves, which in most 
cases they or their parents bought. Some child workers said that the gloves available were 
too large for their hands or it was difficult for them to perform the work at the pace required 
while wearing gloves, so they worked without them. Several children told Human Rights 



 

 

Watch that they worked in bare feet or socks when the mud in the fields was deep and they 
lacked appropriate footwear.  
 
Repetitive Motions and Lifting Heavy Loads  
Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described performing prolonged repetitive 
motions, including working bent over at the waist, twisting their wrists to top tobacco plants, 
crawling on hands and knees, or reaching above their heads for extended periods of time. 
Children reported muscle soreness, aches, and pain in their backs, shoulders, arms, hands, 
and fingers after engaging in repetitive motions.  
 
Human Rights Watch interviewed child workers who reported loading heavy sticks of 
harvested tobacco plants onto flatbed wagons to be transported to barns for curing. Children 
also said they lifted heavy sticks of tobacco plants over their heads to other workers who 
would hang the sticks in the rafters of barns for curing.  
 
Work with Dangerous Tools, Machinery, and at Heights  
Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they used hoes to remove 
weeds from tobacco fields, as well as axes or hatchets to cut burley tobacco during the 
harvest and spikes to spear burley tobacco plants. Some children told us they sustained 
cuts and puncture wounds from working with these sharp tools. A few children said they 
operated or worked in close proximity to dangerous machinery, including mowers used to 
trim tobacco plants, tractors used to harvest tobacco leaves, and balers used to compress 
leaves into bales. In Kentucky, Human Rights Watch interviewed a few children who drove 
tractors while working in tobacco. Some children reported injuries related to operating or 
being near heavy machinery.  
 
Human Rights Watch interviewed children who told us they climbed into the rafters of barns, 
with and without ladders, to hang sticks of harvested burley tobacco to dry. Children 
described climbing to significant heights as crews of workers formed several tiers to pass 
sticks of tobacco upward to be hung in the barn for curing. While engaging in this work, 
children said, they straddled planks that were sometimes positioned two or three feet apart.  
 
Wages and Hours  
Wages  
Most children we interviewed reported earning minimum hourly wage for their work. Some 
children reported being paid by check and some were paid in cash. Some children 
interviewed by Human Rights Watch received less than minimum wage. Some children 
reported to Human Rights Watch earning more than minimum wage. Some children 
interviewed by Human Rights Watch said that they earned piece rate wages during the burley 
tobacco harvest based on the number of tobacco plants they cut and/or hung in barns.  
 
Some children reported to Human Rights Watch problems with wages including deductions 
by the contractor or grower for water or for reasons that were not explained to them or 
because of what they believed was inaccurate recording of hours by contractors.  
 
Working Hours  
Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described working long hours, typically 
between 10-12 hours per day, and sometimes more. Some children worked shorter days, 



 

 

because the day’s work had been completed or because the contractor or grower allowed 
workers to end the day early due to heavy rain or very high heat. Other children reported 
working through adverse weather conditions. Most children interviewed by Human Rights 
Watch worked 5 days per week; some worked fewer, and some children reported working 6 
or 7 days per week. Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they 
were allowed 2 or 3 breaks per day.  
 
Education  
Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch had migrated for work and missed 
several months of school. Some children reported skipping days of school to work in 
tobacco. Some children reported working long hours after school that interfered with their 
ability to keep up with schoolwork.  
 
Questions  
We are interested in learning more about the policies and practices Alliance One has in 
place regarding child labor and other labor practices in its global supply chain. We are aware 
that, concerning child labor, Alliance One has stated on its website that: 
  
It is the policy of the Company that it:  

• Will comply fully with the child labor laws and regulations in each country in which it 
operates;  

• Will not employ, directly or indirectly, minors (as defined by the laws of the relevant 
jurisdiction) in violation of this Policy; 

• Will not contract for the purchase of tobacco with any producer who employs child 
labor in violation of this Policy;  

• Will not purchase tobacco from any producer who employs child labor in violation of 
this Policy. 
 

In this regard, we are interested in the following information:  
 
1. Under the Alliance One Child Labor Policy, what kinds of jobs and tasks are children under 
18 allowed to perform on tobacco farms in the United States supplying tobacco to Alliance 
One and its subsidiaries?  What kinds of jobs and tasks are children under18 allowed to 
perform on tobacco farms supplying tobacco to Alliance One and its subsidiaries in other 
countries?   
 
2. In its Social Responsibility Policy stated on its website, Alliance One states that it sees an 
obligation for the company to adopt “fair labor standards, including the protection of farm 
labor and elimination of exploitive child and forced labor.” We would welcome more 
information as to how Alliance One defines exploitive child labor and how it communicates 
that definition to its subsidiaries and to tobacco growers from which Alliance One and its 
subsidiaries purchase tobacco.  
 
3. How does Alliance One monitor the treatment of child workers on farms supplying tobacco 
to Alliance One and its subsidiaries in the United States and other countries?  
 



 

 

4. Does Alliance One have policies or procedures to prevent and alleviate labor rights 
violations and other human rights violations on farms supplying tobacco to Alliance One and 
its subsidiaries? What are these policies or procedures?  
 
5. What policies does Alliance One have in place regarding working hours and breaks for 
workers engaged in tobacco farming on farms supplying tobacco to Alliance One and its 
subsidiaries? How does it monitor the implementation of these policies?  
 
6. What policies does Alliance One have in place regarding payment of wages to workers on 
farms supplying tobacco to Alliance One and its subsidiaries and deductions from workers’ 
wages (such as for provision of water, transportation, or the like)? How does Alliance One 
monitor the implementation of these policies?  
 
7. What policies does Alliance One have in place regarding provision of water, shade, 
sanitary facilities, and hand washing facilities to workers on farms supplying tobacco to 
Alliance One and its subsidiaries? How does it monitor the implementation of these policies?  
 
8. What steps does Alliance One take to ensure that workers on farms supplying tobacco to 
Alliance One and its subsidiaries, and not only growers, are informed about nicotine 
poisoning/Green Tobacco Sickness, risks associated with pesticide exposure, risks 
associated with dangerous tools, heavy machinery, and working at heights, and other health 
concerns?  
 
9. What policies does Alliance One have in place regarding the proximity of workers on farms 
supplying tobacco to Alliance One and its subsidiaries to active spraying of pesticides or 
other hazardous chemicals by tractor, given the risk of workers’ exposure to pesticides as a 
result of drift when working near tractors that are spraying? How does Alliance One monitor 
the implementation of these policies?  
 
10. What mechanisms does Alliance One have to ensure the freedom of association for 
workers on farms supplying tobacco to Alliance One and its subsidiaries? Does the company 
believe that freedom of association includes a process for employers to recognize employee 
associations for the purposes of collective bargaining?  
 
11. Has Alliance One identified or received any reports of child labor or other labor violations 
or other concerns about the treatment of workers on tobacco farms supplying tobacco to 
Alliance One and its subsidiaries, either from workers or from others in 2011, 2012, and 2013? 
If so, what actions has Alliance One taken?  
 
12. Does Alliance One have a mechanism whereby workers on tobacco farms supplying 
tobacco to Alliance One and its subsidiaries may submit complaints regarding labor 
practices or other concerns? If such a mechanism exists, what steps does Alliance One take 
to ensure that workers are informed of this mechanism and the manner in which they can 
use it? If such a mechanism exists, how many child workers or other workers have used it in 
2011, 2012, and 2013? What steps does Alliance One take to ensure that workers who file 
complaints do not face retaliation?  
 



 

 

13. We would welcome brief data on how many tobacco growers Alliance One and its 
subsidiaries contract with in each of the following states: North Carolina, Kentucky, 
Tennessee, and Virginia? What was the volume of tobacco purchased in each of those states 
in 2011, 2012, and 2013? To which companies does Alliance One sell tobacco leaf and in 
what volume to each company?   
 
14. We would be grateful for data on how these numbers compare to Alliance One’s tobacco 
purchasing in other countries.  
 
15. We would be grateful for data on worker deaths and injuries, if possible disaggregated by 
age, gender, and ethnicity, for all countries from which Alliance One and its subsidiaries 
purchase tobacco.  
 
Human Rights Watch seeks to obtain information that will ensure accuracy in our reporting. 
We will be grateful if you can formally respond to this letter so that we can incorporate your 
perspective into our analysis and our report. We would welcome your response by March 12, 
2014.  
 
We would also like to arrange a meeting with you or senior Alliance One staff and Human 
Rights Watch experts on child labor to discuss these issues. You may reach us by email or 
phone to arrange a mutually convenient time for such a meeting (buchanj@hrw.org and +1 
212 216 1857). We will also be in contact with your office in the coming weeks regarding a 
convenient time for a meeting.  
 
Sincerely,  
 

 
Arvind Ganesan  
Director  
Business and Human Rights Division

 

 
Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
 
 
cc: William O'Quinn, SVP - Chief Legal Officer and Secretary 
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March 31, 2014 
 
J. Pieter Sikkel 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Alliance One International, Inc. 
8001 Aerial Center Parkway 
Morrisville, NC 27560-2009 
 
Dear Mr. Sikkel, 
 
Thank you for your letter of March 7, 2014. We appreciate the 
constructive dialogue with Alliance One International. We have 
appreciated the opportunities to learn more about Alliance One’s 
policies and practices concerning child labor. We look forward to 
seeing you on April 10 in Raleigh when we will present our findings 
and recommendations at the Farm Labor Practices Group meeting.  
 
We are writing today to share with you some additional information 
regarding the counties in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee in 
which children reported working. We are also taking this opportunity 
to share our key recommendations to businesses purchasing tobacco 
in the United States. 
 
Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
As we explained previously, consistent with our methodology for 
investigating human rights worldwide, we go to great lengths to 
protect the confidentiality of interviewees. Out of concern for 
interviewees’ security, we are unable to report specific farms where 
children worked, but we can share a list of counties where children 
reported working in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee 
(attached). Due to the very small number of children we interviewed 
in Virginia, we are unable to provide county-level information for that 
state. 
 
While we hope our list of counties might help to guide Alliance One’s 
efforts to address hazardous child labor on farms in its supply chain, 
we would encourage the company to do a comprehensive 
investigation of child labor in every county from which Alliance One 
purchases tobacco. Due to the small size of our team and the nature 
of our methodology, we are not in a position to conduct a broad 
survey to examine conditions in every tobacco-growing county in the 
US. However, our research indicated patterns of hazardous child 
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labor on tobacco farms in many different locations, and we urge Alliance One to look 
beyond the counties we identified in order to investigate thoroughly child labor on all 
US tobacco farms in its supply chain.  
 
Recommendations 
 
We would like to take this opportunity to share our initial recommendations for 
tobacco manufacturing companies and tobacco leaf companies which we believe are 
essential to protect children from hazards particular to tobacco farming.  We look 
forward to discussing these recommendations with you. Human Rights Watch has 
also developed detailed recommendations for other relevant actors, including the US 
Congress, the US Senate, the President of the United States, the US Department of 
Labor, the Environmental Protection Agency, tobacco-producing states, tobacco 
growers’ associations and Farm Bureaus, agricultural employers, and the 
International Labour Organization.  
 
Human Rights Watch bases these recommendations on our research findings which 
we detailed to you in our February 4, 2014 letter, extensive reviews of available 
public health literature, interviews with public health researchers, analysis of 
national laws and practice, analysis of ILO laws and reports, interviews with ILO 
experts on child labor, interviews with representatives of the Eliminating Child 
Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation (ECLT), and ECLT materials.  
 
Based on our findings, Human Rights Watch believes that no child under age 18 
should be permitted to work with tobacco in any form, including plants of any size or 
dried tobacco leaves, due to the inherent health risks posed by nicotine and the 
pesticides applied to the crop.  
 
Because exposure to tobacco in any form is unsafe, Human Rights Watch has 
determined, based on our field investigations and other research, that as a practical 
matter there is no way for children under 18 to work safely on US tobacco farms when 
they have direct contact with tobacco plants of any size or dried tobacco leaves, 
even if wearing protective equipment. Though protective equipment may help 
mitigate exposure to nicotine and pesticide residues, rain suits and watertight 
gloves would not completely eliminate absorption of toxins through the skin and 
would greatly increase children’s risk of suffering heat-related illnesses. The 
inadequacy of protective equipment to protect children, as documented by Human 
Rights Watch in the US, seems likely to extend to tobacco farms outside the United 
States. 
 
A number of countries have laws or regulations prohibiting all children from working 
in tobacco farming, or from performing the majority of tasks in which they come into 
direct contact with tobacco in any form, including Brazil, India, Malawi, Kazakhstan, 
Russia, and Uganda.  
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Recognizing the risks to children of work in tobacco farming, the US Department of 
Labor proposed regulations in 2011 that would have prohibited all children under 16 
(the minimum age for hazardous work in agriculture in the US) from “all work in the 
tobacco production and curing, including, but not limited to such activities as 
planting, cultivating, topping, harvesting, baling, barning, and curing.” The 
regulations were withdrawn in 2012. The ILO Committee of Experts has strongly 
urged the US government to reconsider withdrawal of the proposed regulations. 
 
This evidence and our analysis are further detailed in our forthcoming report, as are 
additional recommendations. Our key recommendations to businesses purchasing 
tobacco in the United States include:  
 
Regarding Child Labor 
 

• Adopt and implement policies globally prohibiting the use of child labor 
anywhere in the supply chain. The policy should specify that hazardous work 
for children under 18 is prohibited, including any work in which children come 
into direct contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves. 
Consistent with ILO conventions, the policy should also prohibit work by 
children under the age of 15, except for light work by children ages 13 to 15, or 
the minimum age provided by the country’s laws, whichever affords greater 
protection. The policy should specify that it is in effect throughout the supply 
chain in all countries irrespective of local laws that afford lesser protections. 
 

• Strive to phase out the use of child labor in the supply chain by establishing 
clear timeframes.  

 
• Ensure that all contracts with growers and suppliers should include specific 

language prohibiting the use of children in hazardous work under 18, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco leaves of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Establish and carry out penalties for those 
in the supply chain who violate the no-child labor policy. The penalties 
should be sufficiently severe and consistently implemented so as to have a 
dissuasive effect. Discontinue contracts with farms that repeatedly violate the 
policy prohibiting child labor. 

 
• Provide training to agronomists, suppliers, growers, workers, and others on 

the hazards to children of working in tobacco. Utilize outside experts on child 
labor to conduct these trainings where appropriate. 

 
• Establish a regular and rigorous internal monitoring process in all countries in 

the supply chain. 
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• Engage qualified third-party monitoring for child labor in supply chains in all 
countries.  

 
• Engage a third-party organization to develop a no-child labor policy as 

outlined above, including the structures for its effective implementation.  
 

• Develop or enhance collaboration with local stakeholders to eliminate child 
labor on tobacco farms, including by: 

 
o Working with federal and local government officials, including the 

Office of Migrant Education, to ensure access to education for 
farmworker children.  
 

o Implementing, with meaningful input and participation from 
farmworker children, their families, and local stakeholders, free 
summer programs each year for both migrant and local children, as an 
alternative to working in tobacco farming. Programs should provide 
age-appropriate educational, recreational, and leadership 
development opportunities to children under 18.  

 
o Collaborating with local stakeholders to identify other summer 

employment opportunities for children as alternatives to working on 
tobacco farms.  

 
o Where possible, cooperating with the ILO’s International Programme 

on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), UNICEF, nongovernmental 
organizations, and others undertaking efforts to prevent child labor, 
including through the provision of alternatives to working in tobacco 
farming. 

 
o Establishing a scholarship fund to provide young farmworkers with 

economic support to pursue higher education. The scholarship 
application should account for the unique circumstances of 
farmworker children’s educational paths.  

 
o Investing in rural health infrastructure to ensure tobacco workers and 

their children have access to health services.  
 

o Collaborating with land-grant universities and extension services to 
enhance agricultural education in tobacco-growing communities, and 
to provide farmworker families with access to land for small-scale 
agricultural enterprise.  
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Regarding Industry-Wide Multilateral Initiatives 
 

• Develop an international industry-wide standard to prohibit hazardous work 
for children under 18 on tobacco farms, including any work in which children 
come into contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves; 
establish minimum age requirements consistent with ILO conventions.  
 

• Amend the US Tobacco Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) labor management 
guidelines to specify that hazardous work for children under 18 is prohibited, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco plants of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Consistent with ILO conventions, the 
standard should also prohibit work by children under the age of 15, except for 
light work by children ages 13 to 15. This standard should be a contractual 
requirement for all US tobacco growers. 

 
• Engage meaningfully in multi-stakeholder initiatives, including with a view to 

support tobacco industry efforts to promote the elimination of child labor in 
the tobacco supply chain, effective monitoring of these policies, and 
initiatives to support alternative employment, education, and recreational 
opportunities for children in tobacco-growing communities.  

 
• Increase financial support to nongovernmental organizations working to 

eliminate hazardous child labor in tobacco farming.  
 

• Establish a pooled fund to support programs that provide alternatives to child 
labor in US tobacco farming and/or consider expanding programs through the 
Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation to include the 
United States. 

 
We look forward to discussing these recommendations with you and welcome any 
updates to Alliance One’s existing policies and practices regarding child labor, so 
that we have the most up-to-date information for our research and reporting.  
 
Best regards, 
 

 
Arvind Ganesan  
Director 
Business and Human Rights Division 

  
 
Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 
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Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
State Counties 
 
Kentucky Barren 

Bath 
Bourbon 
Boyle 
Clark 
Crittenden 
Fayette 
Franklin 

Harrison 
Henry 
Lincoln 
McCrory 
Metcalfe 
Monroe 
Montgomery 
Pulaski 
Scott 
Shelby 
Taylor 
Warren 
Washington 
Wayne 

 
North Carolina Duplin 

Greene 
Johnston 
Jones 
Lenoir 
Martin 
Nash 
Onslow 
Pitt 
Sampson 
Wayne 
Wilson 

 
Tennessee Grainger 

Hawkins 
Jefferson 
Macon 
Sumner 

 



 

 

 
April 16, 2014 
 
 
To the members of the Farm Labor Practices Group, 
 
We are writing to thank you for the opportunity to present our 
research and recommendations at the April 10, 2014 Farm Labor 
Practices Group plenary meeting in Raleigh. We were grateful for the 
informative and constructive discussion with all of you, and we look 
forward to continued dialogue and meaningful progress on many of 
the concerns identified.  
 
As discussed during the meeting last week, we are sharing with you 
the slides from our presentation, along with additional information on 
the ages of the children we interviewed for this project. Please find a 
chart with this information below.  
 
We are also writing to let you know that Human Rights Watch will 
publish the report with our research on child labor in tobacco farming 
in the US and relevant recommendations next month. The report will 
describe our methodology, findings, and analysis of US laws and 
international standards related to child labor. Consistent with Human 
Rights Watch’s approach to our work worldwide, our report will 
include personal accounts from many of the children we interviewed, 
along with analysis of public health literature and national and 
international data. The report will also include a description of the 
policies and practices of several leading companies that purchase 
tobacco grown in the United States, including the six companies 
represented in the FLPG.  It will also include detailed versions of the 
recommendations we presented at the meeting last week, including 
recommendations to tobacco manufacturing and tobacco leaf 
companies, the Obama administration, US Congress, state 
governments, and others. 
 
We were encouraged to learn that the Farm Labor Practices Group 
took a decision to establish a working group on child labor, which 
has the possibility to make significant positive impacts. Human 
Rights Watch would welcome the opportunity to make further 
contributions to this group and looks forward to learning about the 
results of this group’s efforts. At the same time, in line with the 
United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
(the Ruggie principles) and other international standards and 
guidance, each company in the FLPG and other tobacco 
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manufacturing and leaf companies individually have responsibilities to prevent and 
remedy human rights concerns, including hazardous child labor, in their supply 
chains.  
 
Human Rights Watch is committed to accurately representing and publicizing the 
measures each company has taken to address child labor in supply chains globally. 
To that end, we would be pleased to report on any recent changes or further 
commitments made by your companies concerning policies on child labor. In order 
to reflect any commitments or policy changes in our publications, we would welcome 
responses to our recommendations shared with you during the plenary meeting as 
well as in the March 31 letter by April 30, 2014.  We would also welcome written 
responses from other members of the FLPG to inform our ongoing research on child 
labor.   
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Jo Becker 
Advocacy Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Margaret Wurth 
Researcher 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
Ages of Children Interviewed by Human Rights Watch  
 
Age NC KY TN VA TOTAL 
7   1  1 
8     0 
9 2  2  4 
10  1 1  2 
11 1 1   2 
12 3 2   5 
13 5 1 2  8 
14 14 8  2 24 
15 15 11 1  27 
16 20 10 2 1 33 
17 12 5 1  18 
18* 8 7 2  17 
TOTAL 80 46 12 3 141 
*All 18-year-old children interviewed for this report worked in tobacco as 17-year-old children in 2012.  

 
Mean age of children interviewed: 15 
Median age of children interviewed: 15 



 

 

 
February 4, 2014 
 
George C. Freeman III  
Chairman, President, and Chief Executive Officer 
Universal Corporation 
9201 Forest Hill Avenue 
Stony Point II Building 
Richmond, Virginia 23235 
 
Please accept my greetings on behalf of Human Rights Watch. Human 
Rights Watch is an international non-governmental human rights 
organization that conducts research and advocacy in over 90 countries 
around the world on a wide variety of human rights issues (see 
www.hrw.org). Among those issues is child labor, which we have reported 
on in the United States, El Salvador, Mali, Tanzania, Morocco, Uzbekistan, 
Indonesia, India, and other countries. In 2010 we published a report on 
hazardous child labor and other human rights abuses in tobacco farming in 
Kazakhstan.  
 
We are writing to you today to share preliminary findings with you 
concerning our recent research on child labor in tobacco farming in the 
United States. We hope to initiate a constructive dialogue with Universal 
Corporation regarding concerns related to child workers in tobacco farming.  
 
From May-October 2013 Human Rights Watch conducted research on child 
labor in tobacco farming in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and 
Virginia. We interviewed over 140 children ages 7-17 who stated that they 
worked in tobacco farming in 2012 or 2013, as well as children and parents 
who described other children working in tobacco farming.  
 
The specific jobs children said they did on tobacco farms included: planting 
seedlings, weeding, thinning tobacco plants, repositioning plants that were 
leaning, topping, pulling off suckers, and applying pesticides.  
 
On farms with flue-cured tobacco, children reported doing the following 
jobs: hand harvesting tobacco leaves, machine harvesting tobacco leaves, 
filling cages with tobacco leaves for drying, sorting tobacco leaves, and 
packing tobacco leaves.  
 
On farms growing burley tobacco, children reported: cutting tobacco plants, 
carrying cut tobacco plants, spearing tobacco plants on sticks for hanging, 
carrying sticks with several tobacco plants, lifting sticks with several 
tobacco plants onto trucks or to workers to hang the sticks in the rafters of a 
barn, hanging sticks with tobacco plants in barns, taking down sticks of 
burley tobacco plants from barns, and stripping leaves off dried tobacco.  
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The vast majority of children with whom Human Rights Watch spoke were working for hire. 
Most children were hired by a labor contractor or a labor subcontractor. Some children were 
working directly for tobacco growers. Only a few children worked on family farms, without 
pay.  
 
A few of the very youngest children worked with their parents sporadically and without pay.  
 
The vast majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they lived in the 
states in which they worked and worked primarily or exclusively in the summer months. 
Human Rights Watch also interviewed a few children who migrated to or within the United 
States for work.  
 
Preliminary Findings  
Health and Safety  
 
Nicotine Poisoning/Green Tobacco Sickness and Other Health Risks  
A majority of children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described experiencing symptoms 
consistent with acute nicotine poisoning (Green Tobacco Sickness) while working, including, 
variously, nausea, dizziness, lightheadedness, headaches, vomiting, and loss of appetite.  
 
Some of these symptoms may be linked to pesticide exposure or working in conditions of 
high heat and high humidity without sufficient rest, shade, and hydration. 
  
Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch said they lacked personal protective 
equipment, which would help minimize the amount of exposure to wet tobacco leaves and 
tobacco leaves that had been treated with pesticides or other hazardous chemicals.  
 
Some also reported difficulty sleeping together with symptoms of nicotine poisoning.  
 
Some children also reported itchy skin and skin rashes.  
 
Some children also told Human Rights Watch that water from tobacco plants would splash 
into their eyes or mouth during topping or pieces of tobacco leaves would fall into their eyes 
or mouth while lifting sticks with tobacco plants to be hung in barns. A few children reported 
respiratory and allergic symptoms while working in tobacco fields or in curing barns.  
 
Exposure to Pesticides and Growth Regulators  
Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported that they saw tractors spraying 
pesticides or growth regulators in the fields in which they were working or in fields adjacent 
to the ones in which they were working. These children often reported being able to smell 
and/or feel the chemical spray as it drifted towards them. Many reported some or all of the 
following symptoms after coming into contact with the spray: burning eyes, burning nose, 
itchy skin, nausea, vomiting, dizziness, redness and swelling of the mouth, and headaches.  
 
A few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they applied pesticides to 
tobacco plants with a handheld sprayer and backpack and a few reported operating tractors 
that were spraying pesticides on tobacco fields.  
 



 

 

 
 
Extreme Temperatures  
All children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they often worked in high 
temperatures and high humidity typical for the summer months in North Carolina, Kentucky, 
Tennessee and Virginia, and many stated that they were expected to work without additional 
breaks in such conditions.  
 
Water  
Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that the contractor or grower 
provided water to them while working, usually from a cooler. Some children told Human 
Rights Watch that the water provided was not clean or drinkable. Other children told Human 
Rights Watch that employers did not provide water at all.  
 
Lack of Shade  
Many children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have the 
opportunity to shelter in shade during the work day. Some children reported that the shade 
available was inside vehicles used to transport the workers to the worksite, or in wooded 
areas, in the event the worksite was located near a wooded area.  
 
Lack of Sanitary Facilities  
Very few children interviewed by Human Rights Watch reported having access to a bathroom. 
Most children told Human Rights Watch that they would relieve themselves in wooded areas, 
if there were any near to the worksite, or refrain from relieving themselves at all during the 
day, including by declining to drink liquids. Some children told Human Rights Watch that a 
contractor or grower would drive them to a nearby gas station, store, or other public facility, 
or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the grower’s home if it was located near the 
worksite, where children would use a bathroom.  
 
Lack of Hand Washing Facilities  
Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they did not have access to 
hand washing facilities. Many children stated that they rinsed their hands with water from 
the cooler provided, but did not use soap to wash their hands. Some children told Human 
Rights Watch that a contractor or grower would drive them to a nearby gas station, store, or 
other public facility, or allow them to walk to a public facility or to the grower’s home if it was 
located near the worksite, where children would be allowed to wash their hands.  
 
Lack of Personal Protective Equipment  
Almost none of the children interviewed by Human Rights Watch were given any kind of 
personal protective equipment by their employer. Many children interviewed by Human 
Rights Watch wore black plastic garbage bags over their clothes to prevent their clothes from 
becoming soaked by water on the tobacco plants after rain or in high humidity conditions 
that created heavy dew. Children’s parents typically bought the plastic bags for them to wear. 
Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch did not wear plastic garbage bags 
because doing so made them overheat.  
 
Most children interviewed by Human Rights Watch wore latex or cloth gloves, which in most 
cases they or their parents bought. Some child workers said that the gloves available were 



 

 

too large for their hands or it was difficult for them to perform the work at the pace required 
while wearing gloves, so they worked without them. Several children told Human Rights 
Watch that they worked in bare feet or socks when the mud in the fields was deep and they 
lacked appropriate footwear.  
 
Repetitive Motions and Lifting Heavy Loads  
Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described performing prolonged repetitive 
motions, including working bent over at the waist, twisting their wrists to top tobacco plants, 
crawling on hands and knees, or reaching above their heads for extended periods of time. 
Children reported muscle soreness, aches, and pain in their backs, shoulders, arms, hands, 
and fingers after engaging in repetitive motions.  
 
Human Rights Watch interviewed child workers who reported loading heavy sticks of 
harvested tobacco plants onto flatbed wagons to be transported to barns for curing. Children 
also said they lifted heavy sticks of tobacco plants over their heads to other workers who 
would hang the sticks in the rafters of barns for curing.  
 
Work with Dangerous Tools, Machinery, and at Heights  
Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they used hoes to remove 
weeds from tobacco fields, as well as axes or hatchets to cut burley tobacco during the 
harvest and spikes to spear burley tobacco plants. Some children told us they sustained 
cuts and puncture wounds from working with these sharp tools. A few children said they 
operated or worked in close proximity to dangerous machinery, including mowers used to 
trim tobacco plants, tractors used to harvest tobacco leaves, and balers used to compress 
leaves into bales. In Kentucky, Human Rights Watch interviewed a few children who drove 
tractors while working in tobacco. Some children reported injuries related to operating or 
being near heavy machinery.  
 
Human Rights Watch interviewed children who told us they climbed into the rafters of barns, 
with and without ladders, to hang sticks of harvested burley tobacco to dry. Children 
described climbing to significant heights as crews of workers formed several tiers to pass 
sticks of tobacco upward to be hung in the barn for curing. While engaging in this work, 
children said, they straddled planks that were sometimes positioned two or three feet apart.  
 
Wages and Hours  
Wages  
Most children we interviewed reported earning minimum hourly wage for their work. Some 
children reported being paid by check and some were paid in cash. Some children 
interviewed by Human Rights Watch received less than minimum wage. Some children 
reported to Human Rights Watch earning more than minimum wage. Some children 
interviewed by Human Rights Watch said that they earned piece rate wages during the burley 
tobacco harvest based on the number of tobacco plants they cut and/or hung in barns.  
 
Some children reported to Human Rights Watch problems with wages including deductions 
by the contractor or grower for water or for reasons that were not explained to them or 
because of what they believed was inaccurate recording of hours by contractors.  
 
Working Hours  



 

 

Children interviewed by Human Rights Watch described working long hours, typically 
between 10-12 hours per day, and sometimes more. Some children worked shorter days, 
because the day’s work had been completed or because the contractor or grower allowed 
workers to end the day early due to heavy rain or very high heat. Other children reported 
working through adverse weather conditions. Most children interviewed by Human Rights 
Watch worked 5 days per week; some worked fewer, and some children reported working 6 
or 7 days per week. Nearly all children interviewed by Human Rights Watch stated that they 
were allowed 2 or 3 breaks per day.  
 
Education  
Some children interviewed by Human Rights Watch had migrated for work and missed 
several months of school. Some children reported skipping days of school to work in 
tobacco. Some children reported working long hours after school that interfered with their 
ability to keep up with schoolwork.  
 
Questions  
We are interested in learning more about the policies and practices that Universal 
Corporation has in place regarding child labor and other labor practices in its global supply 
chain. We are aware that, concerning child labor, Universal Corporation has stated on its 
website that: 
 

Universal does not employ child labor in any of its facilities worldwide. We 
actively encourage farmers and suppliers to follow this standard, and we 
work with communities to increase awareness and further understanding of 
the importance of this issue. Child labor is a serious concern within all 
agricultural industries, as it not only jeopardizes children’s health and safety, 
but also their attainment of education, which has a lasting impact 
throughout their lives.  

 
Universal Corporation also states its goal “to promote the protection of a child’s physical, 
mental, and social development.” 
 
In this regard, we are interested in the following information regarding children working on 
farms supplying tobacco to Universal Corporation and its subsidiaries:  
 
1. We would welcome more information as to what specific standards, policies, and 
procedures Universal Corporation has in place to prevent the use of child labor in tobacco 
farming on farms supplying tobacco to Universal Corporation and its subsidiaries. In what 
ways does Universal Corporation “actively encourage farmers and suppliers to follow this 
[child labor] standard”? What are the penalties or consequences for farmers or suppliers 
who do not follow this standard?  
 
2. What kinds of jobs and tasks are children under 18 allowed to perform on tobacco farms 
in the United States supplying tobacco to Universal Corporation and its subsidiaries?  What 
kinds of jobs and tasks are children under 18 allowed to perform on tobacco farms supplying 
tobacco to Universal Corporation and its subsidiaries in other countries?   
 



 

 

3. How does Universal Corporation monitor the treatment of child workers on farms 
supplying tobacco to Universal Corporation and its subsidiaries in the United States and 
other countries?  
 
4. Does Universal Corporation have policies or procedures to prevent and alleviate labor 
rights violations and other human rights violations on farms supplying tobacco to Universal 
Corporation and its subsidiaries? What are these policies or procedures?  
 
5. What policies does Universal Corporation have in place regarding working hours and 
breaks for workers engaged in tobacco farming on farms supplying tobacco to Universal 
Corporation and its subsidiaries? How does it monitor the implementation of these policies?  
 
6. What policies does Universal Corporation have in place regarding payment of wages to 
workers on farms supplying tobacco to Universal Corporation and its subsidiaries and 
deductions from workers’ wages (such as for provision of water, transportation, or the like)? 
How does Universal Corporation monitor the implementation of these policies?  
 
7. What policies does Universal Corporation have in place regarding provision of water, 
shade, sanitary facilities, and hand washing facilities to workers on farms supplying tobacco 
to Universal Corporation and its subsidiaries? How does it monitor the implementation of 
these policies?  
 
8. What steps does Universal Corporation take to ensure that workers on farms supplying 
tobacco to Universal Corporation and its subsidiaries, and not only growers, are informed 
about nicotine poisoning/Green Tobacco Sickness, risks associated with pesticide exposure, 
risks associated with dangerous tools, heavy machinery, and working at heights, and other 
health concerns?  
 
9. What policies does Universal Corporation have in place regarding the proximity of workers 
on farms supplying tobacco to Universal Corporation and its subsidiaries to active spraying 
of pesticides or other hazardous chemicals by tractor, given the risk of workers’ exposure to 
pesticides as a result of drift when working near tractors that are spraying? How does 
Universal Corporation monitor the implementation of these policies?  
 
10. What mechanisms does Universal Corporation have to ensure the freedom of association 
for workers on farms supplying tobacco to Universal Corporation and its subsidiaries? Does 
the company believe that freedom of association includes a process for employers to 
recognize employee associations for the purposes of collective bargaining?  
 
11. Has Universal Corporation identified or received any reports of child labor or other labor 
violations or other concerns about the treatment of workers on tobacco farms supplying 
tobacco to Universal Corporation and its subsidiaries, either from workers or from others in 
2011, 2012, and 2013? If so, what actions has Universal Corporation taken?  
 
12. Does Universal Corporation have a mechanism whereby workers on tobacco farms 
supplying tobacco to Universal Corporation and its subsidiaries may submit complaints 
regarding labor practices or other concerns? If such a mechanism exists, what steps does 
Universal Corporation take to ensure that workers are informed of this mechanism and the 



 

 

manner in which they can use it? If such a mechanism exists, how many child workers or 
other workers have used it in 2011, 2012, and 2013? What steps does Universal Corporation 
take to ensure that workers who file complaints do not face retaliation?  
 
13. We would welcome brief data on how many tobacco growers Universal Corporation and 
its subsidiaries contract with in each of the following states: North Carolina, Kentucky, 
Tennessee, and Virginia? What was the volume of tobacco purchased in each of those states 
in 2011, 2012, and 2013? To which companies does Universal Corporation sell tobacco leaf 
and in what volume to each company?  
 
14. We would be grateful for data on how these numbers compare to Universal Corporation’s 
tobacco purchasing in other countries.  
 
15. We would be grateful for data on worker deaths and injuries, if possible disaggregated by 
age, gender, and ethnicity, for all countries from which Universal Corporation and its 
subsidiaries purchase tobacco.  
 
16. Finally, what is the structure of Universal Corporation’s business operations, including 
how do you identify and source from tobacco growers? What are the mechanisms and 
structures for Universal Corporation to supply tobacco to tobacco manufacturing 
companies?   
 
Human Rights Watch seeks to obtain information that will ensure accuracy in our reporting. 
We will be grateful if you can formally respond to this letter so that we can incorporate your 
perspective into our analysis and our report. We would welcome your response by March 12, 
2014.  
 
We would also like to arrange a meeting with you or senior Universal Corporation staff and 
Human Rights Watch experts on child labor to discuss these issues. You may reach us by 
email or phone to arrange a mutually convenient time for such a meeting (buchanj@hrw.org 
and +1 212 216 1857). We will also be in contact with your office in the coming weeks 
regarding a convenient time for a meeting.  
 
Sincerely,  
 

 
Arvind Ganesan  
Director  
Business and Human Rights Division

 

 
Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

                                                                               
          
 
cc: Preston Wigner, Vice President, General Counsel & Secretary, Universal Corporation 
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March 31, 2014 
 
George C. Freeman III  
Chairman, President, and Chief Executive Officer 
Universal Corporation 
9201 Forest Hill Avenue 
Stony Point II Building 
Richmond, Virginia 23235 
 
Dear Mr. Freeman, 
 
Thank you for your letter of March 10, 2014 and for the call of March 
24, 2014. We appreciate the constructive dialogue with Universal 
Corporation. We have appreciated the opportunities to learn more 
about Universal’s policies and practices concerning child labor. We 
look forward to seeing you on April 10 in Raleigh when we will present 
our findings and recommendations at the Farm Labor Practices Group 
meeting.  
 
We are writing today to share with you some additional information 
regarding the counties in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee in 
which children reported working. We are also taking this opportunity 
to share our key recommendations to businesses purchasing tobacco 
in the United States. 
 
Counties where Children Reported Working 
As we explained previously, consistent with our methodology for 
investigating human rights worldwide, we go to great lengths to 
protect the confidentiality of interviewees. Out of concern for 
interviewees’ security, we are unable to report specific farms where 
children worked, but we can share a list of counties where children 
reported working in North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee 
(attached). Due to the very small number of children we interviewed 
in Virginia, we are unable to provide county-level information for that 
state. 
 
While we hope our list of counties might help to guide Universal’s 
efforts to address hazardous child labor on farms in its supply chain, 
we would encourage the company to do a comprehensive 
investigation of child labor in every county from which Universal 
purchases tobacco. Due to the small size of our team and the nature 
of our methodology, we are not in a position to conduct a broad 
survey to examine conditions in every tobacco-growing county in the 
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US. However, our research indicated patterns of hazardous child labor on tobacco 
farms in many different locations, and we urge Universal to look beyond the counties 
we identified in order to investigate thoroughly child labor on all US tobacco farms in 
its supply chain.  
 
Recommendations 
We would like to take this opportunity to share our initial recommendations for 
tobacco manufacturing companies and tobacco leaf companies which we believe are 
essential to protect children from hazards particular to tobacco farming.  We look 
forward to discussing these recommendations with you. Human Rights Watch has 
also developed detailed recommendations for other relevant actors, including the US 
Congress, the US Senate, the President of the United States, the US Department of 
Labor, the Environmental Protection Agency, tobacco-producing states, tobacco 
growers’ associations and Farm Bureaus, agricultural employers, and the 
International Labour Organization.  
 
Human Rights Watch bases these recommendations on our research findings which 
we detailed to you in our February 4, 2014 letter, extensive reviews of available 
public health literature, interviews with public health researchers, analysis of 
national laws and practice, analysis of ILO laws and reports, interviews with ILO 
experts on child labor, interviews with representatives of the Eliminating Child 
Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation (ECLT), and ECLT materials.  
 
Based on our findings, Human Rights Watch believes that no child under age 18 
should be permitted to work with tobacco in any form, including plants of any size or 
dried tobacco leaves, due to the inherent health risks posed by nicotine and the 
pesticides applied to the crop.  
 
Because exposure to tobacco in any form is unsafe, Human Rights Watch has 
determined, based on our field investigations and other research, that as a practical 
matter there is no way for children under 18 to work safely on US tobacco farms when 
they have direct contact with tobacco plants of any size or dried tobacco leaves, 
even if wearing protective equipment. Though protective equipment may help 
mitigate exposure to nicotine and pesticide residues, rain suits and watertight 
gloves would not completely eliminate absorption of toxins through the skin and 
would greatly increase children’s risk of suffering heat-related illnesses. The 
inadequacy of protective equipment to protect children, as documented by Human 
Rights Watch in the US, seems likely to extend to tobacco farms outside the United 
States. 
 
A number of countries have laws or regulations prohibiting all children from working 
in tobacco farming, or from performing the majority of tasks in which they come into 
direct contact with tobacco in any form, including Brazil, India, Malawi, Kazakhstan, 
Russia, and Uganda.  
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Recognizing the risks to children of work in tobacco farming, the US Department of 
Labor proposed regulations in 2011 that would have prohibited all children under 16 
(the minimum age for hazardous work in agriculture in the US) from “all work in the 
tobacco production and curing, including, but not limited to such activities as 
planting, cultivating, topping, harvesting, baling, barning, and curing.” The 
regulations were withdrawn in 2012. The ILO Committee of Experts has strongly 
urged the US government to reconsider withdrawal of the proposed regulations. 
 
This evidence and our analysis are further detailed in our forthcoming report, as are 
additional recommendations.  Our key recommendations to businesses purchasing 
tobacco in the United States include:  
 
Regarding Child Labor 

• Adopt and implement policies globally prohibiting the use of child labor 
anywhere in the supply chain. The policy should specify that hazardous work 
for children under 18 is prohibited, including any work in which children come 
into direct contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves. 
Consistent with ILO conventions, the policy should also prohibit work by 
children under the age of 15, except for light work by children ages 13 to 15, or 
the minimum age provided by the country’s laws, whichever affords greater 
protection. The policy should specify that it is in effect throughout the supply 
chain in all countries irrespective of local laws that afford lesser protections. 
 

• Strive to phase out the use of child labor in the supply chain by establishing 
clear timeframes.  

 
• Ensure that all contracts with growers and suppliers should include specific 

language prohibiting the use of children in hazardous work under 18, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco leaves of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Establish and carry out penalties for those 
in the supply chain who violate the no-child labor policy. The penalties 
should be sufficiently severe and consistently implemented so as to have a 
dissuasive effect. Discontinue contracts with farms that repeatedly violate the 
policy prohibiting child labor. 

 
• Provide training to agronomists, suppliers, growers, workers, and others on 

the hazards to children of working in tobacco. Utilize outside experts on child 
labor to conduct these trainings where appropriate. 

 
• Establish a regular and rigorous internal monitoring process in all countries in 

the supply chain. 
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• Engage qualified third-party monitoring for child labor in supply chains in all 
countries.  

 
• Engage a third-party organization to develop a no-child labor policy as 

outlined above, including the structures for its effective implementation.  
 

• Develop or enhance collaboration with local stakeholders to eliminate child 
labor on tobacco farms, including by: 

 
o Working with federal and local government officials, including the 

Office of Migrant Education, to ensure access to education for 
farmworker children.  
 

o Implementing, with meaningful input and participation from 
farmworker children, their families, and local stakeholders, free 
summer programs each year for both migrant and local children, as an 
alternative to working in tobacco farming. Programs should provide 
age-appropriate educational, recreational, and leadership 
development opportunities to children under 18.  

 
o Collaborating with local stakeholders to identify other summer 

employment opportunities for children as alternatives to working on 
tobacco farms.  

 
o Where possible, cooperating with the ILO’s International Programme 

on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), UNICEF, nongovernmental 
organizations, and others undertaking efforts to prevent child labor, 
including through the provision of alternatives to working in tobacco 
farming. 

 
o Establishing a scholarship fund to provide young farmworkers with 

economic support to pursue higher education. The scholarship 
application should account for the unique circumstances of 
farmworker children’s educational paths.  

 
o Investing in rural health infrastructure to ensure tobacco workers and 

their children have access to health services.  
 

o Collaborating with land-grant universities and extension services to 
enhance agricultural education in tobacco-growing communities, and 
to provide farmworker families with access to land for small-scale 
agricultural enterprise.  

 
 



5 
 

Regarding Industry-Wide Multilateral Initiatives 
• Develop an international industry-wide standard to prohibit hazardous work 

for children under 18 on tobacco farms, including any work in which children 
come into contact with tobacco plants of any size and dried tobacco leaves; 
establish minimum age requirements consistent with ILO conventions.  
 

• Amend the US Tobacco Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) labor management 
guidelines to specify that hazardous work for children under 18 is prohibited, 
including any work in which children come into contact with tobacco plants of 
any size and dried tobacco leaves. Consistent with ILO conventions, the 
standard should also prohibit work by children under the age of 15, except for 
light work by children ages 13 to 15. This standard should be a contractual 
requirement for all US tobacco growers. 

 
• Engage meaningfully in multi-stakeholder initiatives, including with a view to 

support tobacco industry efforts to promote the elimination of child labor in 
the tobacco supply chain, effective monitoring of these policies, and 
initiatives to support alternative employment, education, and recreational 
opportunities for children in tobacco-growing communities.  

 
• Increase financial support to nongovernmental organizations working to 

eliminate hazardous child labor in tobacco farming.  
 

• Establish a pooled fund to support programs that provide alternatives to child 
labor in US tobacco farming and/or consider expanding programs through the 
Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation to include the 
United States. 

 
We look forward to discussing these recommendations with you and welcome any 
updates to Universal’s existing policies and practices regarding child labor, so that 
we have the most up-to-date information for our research and reporting.  
 
Best regards, 

 
Arvind Ganesan  
Director 
Business and Human Rights Division 

  
 
Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
Cc: H. Michael Ligon, Vice President 
 



6 
 

Counties where Children Reported Working 
 
State Counties 
 
Kentucky Barren 

Bath 
Bourbon 
Boyle 
Clark 
Crittenden 
Fayette 
Franklin 

Harrison 
Henry 
Lincoln 
McCrory 
Metcalfe 
Monroe 
Montgomery 
Pulaski 
Scott 
Shelby 
Taylor 
Warren 
Washington 
Wayne 

 
North Carolina Duplin 

Greene 
Johnston 
Jones 
Lenoir 
Martin 
Nash 
Onslow 
Pitt 
Sampson 
Wayne 
Wilson 

 
Tennessee Grainger 

Hawkins 
Jefferson 
Macon 
Sumner 

 



 

 

 
April 16, 2014 
 
 
To the members of the Farm Labor Practices Group, 
 
We are writing to thank you for the opportunity to present our 
research and recommendations at the April 10, 2014 Farm Labor 
Practices Group plenary meeting in Raleigh. We were grateful for the 
informative and constructive discussion with all of you, and we look 
forward to continued dialogue and meaningful progress on many of 
the concerns identified.  
 
As discussed during the meeting last week, we are sharing with you 
the slides from our presentation, along with additional information on 
the ages of the children we interviewed for this project. Please find a 
chart with this information below.  
 
We are also writing to let you know that Human Rights Watch will 
publish the report with our research on child labor in tobacco farming 
in the US and relevant recommendations next month. The report will 
describe our methodology, findings, and analysis of US laws and 
international standards related to child labor. Consistent with Human 
Rights Watch’s approach to our work worldwide, our report will 
include personal accounts from many of the children we interviewed, 
along with analysis of public health literature and national and 
international data. The report will also include a description of the 
policies and practices of several leading companies that purchase 
tobacco grown in the United States, including the six companies 
represented in the FLPG.  It will also include detailed versions of the 
recommendations we presented at the meeting last week, including 
recommendations to tobacco manufacturing and tobacco leaf 
companies, the Obama administration, US Congress, state 
governments, and others. 
 
We were encouraged to learn that the Farm Labor Practices Group 
took a decision to establish a working group on child labor, which 
has the possibility to make significant positive impacts. Human 
Rights Watch would welcome the opportunity to make further 
contributions to this group and looks forward to learning about the 
results of this group’s efforts. At the same time, in line with the 
United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
(the Ruggie principles) and other international standards and 
guidance, each company in the FLPG and other tobacco 
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manufacturing and leaf companies individually have responsibilities to prevent and 
remedy human rights concerns, including hazardous child labor, in their supply 
chains.  
 
Human Rights Watch is committed to accurately representing and publicizing the 
measures each company has taken to address child labor in supply chains globally. 
To that end, we would be pleased to report on any recent changes or further 
commitments made by your companies concerning policies on child labor. In order 
to reflect any commitments or policy changes in our publications, we would welcome 
responses to our recommendations shared with you during the plenary meeting as 
well as in the March 31 letter by April 30, 2014.  We would also welcome written 
responses from other members of the FLPG to inform our ongoing research on child 
labor.   
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Jo Becker 
Advocacy Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

Jane Buchanan 
Associate Director 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
Margaret Wurth 
Researcher 
Children’s Rights Division 

 
 
Ages of Children Interviewed by Human Rights Watch  
 
Age NC KY TN VA TOTAL 
7   1  1 
8     0 
9 2  2  4 
10  1 1  2 
11 1 1   2 
12 3 2   5 
13 5 1 2  8 
14 14 8  2 24 
15 15 11 1  27 
16 20 10 2 1 33 
17 12 5 1  18 
18* 8 7 2  17 
TOTAL 80 46 12 3 141 
*All 18-year-old children interviewed for this report worked in tobacco as 17-year-old children in 2012.  

 
Mean age of children interviewed: 15 
Median age of children interviewed: 15 
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