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Child workers in danger
on tobacco farms
I

n Indonesia – a country of more than 250 million peo-

Tobacco in any form contains nicotine,6 and when workers

ple – nearly two-thirds of men and boys ages 15 and over

handle tobacco plants, they can absorb nicotine through their

smoke tobacco products daily.1 Every pack of cigarettes sold

skin. In the short term, absorption of nicotine through the

in Indonesia, as in many countries around the world, contains

skin can lead to acute nicotine poisoning, called Green Tobacco

a warning that the product may be harmful to human health.2

Sickness. The most common symptoms are nausea, vomiting,

These packs of cigarettes, and those sold outside of Indonesia,

headaches, and dizziness.7

should contain a second warning: “This product may be made
with child labour.”

Human Rights Watch interviewed 227 people, including 132
child tobacco workers in Indonesia, ages 8 to 17, for a report

Indonesia is the world’s fifth-largest tobacco producer, with

published in May 2016. All children interviewed described rou-

more than half a million tobacco farms nationwide.3 Though na-

tinely handling tobacco leaves and plants, particularly during

tional laws prohibit children from performing hazardous work,

the harvest and the curing process. Approximately half of the

thousands of children in Indonesia, some just 8 years old, work

children said they had experienced at least one specific symptom

in hazardous conditions cultivating and harvesting tobacco that

consistent with acute nicotine poisoning while working in to-

goes into products sold in Indonesia and abroad. Indonesian and

bacco farming. Many reported multiple symptoms. For example,

multinational companies purchase tobacco from Indonesia, and

Rio, a tall 13-year-old boy, worked on tobacco farms in his vil-

none of these companies do enough to ensure that the tobacco

lage in Magelang, Central Java, in 2014. He told Human Rights

they use in their products was not produced with hazardous child

Watch: “After too long working in tobacco, I get a stomach ache

labour.

and feel like vomiting. It’s from when I’m near the tobacco for
too long.” He likened the feeling to motion sickness, saying “It’s

Hazardous work:

just like when you’re on a trip, and you’re in a car swerving back
and forth.”8

While not all work is harmful to children, the International
Labour Organization’s (ILO) Worst Forms of Child Labour Con-

The long-term effects of nicotine absorption through the

vention, ratified by Indonesia in 2000, defines hazardous work

skin have not been studied, but public health research on

as “work which, by its nature or the circumstances in which it

smoking suggests that nicotine exposure during childhood and

is carried out, is likely to harm the health, safety or morals of

adolescence may have lasting consequences on brain devel-

children.”4 Human Rights Watch found that children working on
tobacco farms in Indonesia perform tasks that pose serious risks
to their health and safety.5
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▲
An 11-year-old girl ties tobacco leaves onto sticks to prepare them for
curing in East Lombok, West Nusa Tenggara.
© 2015 Marcus Bleasdale for Human Rights Watch

opment.9 Studies have found that non-smoking adult tobacco

Many children also suffered pain and fatigue from carrying

workers have levels of nicotine in their bodies similar to those

heavy loads or engaging in repetitive motions for prolonged pe-

of smokers in the general population.10 Child tobacco workers in

riods of time. Few of the children interviewed, or their parents,

Indonesia also said they handle and apply pesticides, fertilizers,

understood the health risks or were trained on safety measures.

and other chemical agents used on tobacco farms. A number

Most of the children worked outside of school hours, but Human

of children reported feeling sick immediately after handling or

Rights Watch found that work in tobacco farming interfered with

working in close proximity to these chemicals.

schooling for some children.

Children are particularly vulnerable to harm from exposure

Child labour and the tobacco supply chain:

to toxins like nicotine and pesticides because their brains
and bodies are still developing. Pesticide exposure has been

Tobacco grown by small, independent farmers in Indonesia

associated with long-term and chronic health effects including

enters the supply chains of Indonesian tobacco companies of

respiratory problems, cancer, depression, neurologic deficits,

various sizes, as well as the world’s largest multinational tobacco

and reproductive health problems.11

companies. The largest tobacco product manufacturers operating
in Indonesia include three Indonesian companies – PT Djarum,
PT Gudang Garam Tbk, and PT Nojorono Tobacco International –
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response, and the largest two, Djarum and Gudang Garam, did

meaningful steps to eliminate hazardous child labour from their

not respond at all despite repeated attempts to reach them. The

global supply chains. Some have adopted new protections for

multinational companies that responded prioritize purchasing

child workers, but none prohibit children from all work involv-

tobacco through direct contracts, but all purchase some tobacco

ing direct contact with tobacco.

on the open market, and none of them are able to trace where
the open market tobacco they purchase was produced, or under

To comply with the responsibilities under the UN Guiding

what conditions.12 When companies do not know where the to-

Principles, all tobacco companies should adopt global human

bacco they purchased was produced, they have no way of know-

rights policies—or revise existing policies—to prohibit hazard-

ing whether human rights abuses, like child labour, occurred in

ous child labour anywhere in the supply chain, including any

their supply chains.

work in which children have direct contact with tobacco in any
form. Companies should establish or strengthen human rights

Most tobacco grown in Indonesia is used for domestic pro-

due diligence procedures with specific attention to eliminating

duction, but a large quantity is also exported.13 This means that

hazardous child labour in all parts of the supply chain, and regu-

consumers in the United States, Europe, and beyond, could be

larly and publicly issue detailed reports on their efforts to iden-

purchasing tobacco products produced with child labour.

tify and address human rights problems in their supply chains.
Shareholders can play an important part in driving compa-

The responsibility of companies and investors:

ny practice in the right direction. They can raise concerns with
The United Nations (UN) Guiding Principles on Business and

other engaged investors and with the company investment

Human Rights, which the UN Human Rights Council endorsed in

relations team, or introduce a shareholder resolution calling on

2011, recognize that all companies should respect human rights,

companies to implement clear human rights due diligence poli-

avoid complicity in abuses, and ensure that any abuses that oc-

cies and procedures. Shareholders can also choose to divest from

cur in spite of these efforts are adequately remedied. The Guid-

companies engaged in human rights violations.17

ing Principles specify that businesses should exercise human
rights due diligence to identify human rights risks associated

Given that labour violations have been documented in tobac-

with their operations, take effective steps to prevent or mitigate

co farming in a number of countries, financial institutions in-

those risks, and ensure that the victims of any abuses that oc-

vesting in tobacco companies can help ensure that effective due

cur despite those efforts have access to remedies.14 The Guiding

diligence is applied to this sector. Investors can push companies

Principles are widely accepted as a legitimate articulation of

to provide information on their policy and practice regarding the

businesses’ human rights responsibilities.

elimination of child labour in their supply chains. Investors can
have real leverage, using their voices to press tobacco companies

Since 2009, based also on previous studies in Kazakhstan15
and the US16, Human Rights Watch has met and corresponded

to continue to develop and implement effective human rights
due diligence processes.

with multinational tobacco companies, to urge them to take
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