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Abstract
This article is framed by the tension between a substantial universalising framework of
global instruments on workers’ rights and child labour on one hand, and their outsourced
implementation through the social policy enclaves of transnational corporations on the
other hand. It uses the concept of ‘social policy enclaves’ to explore this tension and
how it might be resolved to the benefit of children who work in African agriculture.
To do this, the article steps back from dominant discourses around child labour, and
examines how a re-framing of children’s involvement in African agriculture, from labour
to work, might enhance understanding of the forms, prevalence, drivers and dynamics
of their involvement in work that is harmful. A deeper understanding of these issues
should help to inform a revitalised universal approach to social policy in respect to
children’s work.
Keywords
Agriculture, child labour, children’s work, Ghana, harm, social policy

Introduction
Between the establishment of the International Labour Organization (ILO) in 1919, and
the late 1980s, global social policy addressing labour was developed and consolidated
through a series of international instruments.1 These, in turn, have had a widespread influence on national statutes and regulatory regimes. Arguably, this represents a global social
policy success: the right to protection from all forms of hazardous and exploitative work
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is now universally accepted, if inconsistently and imperfectly applied. Since the 1980s,
reflecting the rise in neo-liberal social policy coupled with labour market deregulation
(Picciotto, 1999), labour relations have been increasingly influenced by voluntary codes
developed or subscribed to by transnational, typically northern-based, corporations
(Henson and Humphrey, 2010; Locke et al., 2013; Marx et al., 2012). Such codes, which
generally build on the international instruments, are now a significant force in shaping
labour conditions within global supply chains. Accompanying this has been the growth of
the ethical investment movement reflecting investors’ concerns with social and environmental performance (Sparkes and Cowton, 2004). The interest in setting and meeting
social and ethical standards reflects pressure from a variety of stakeholders – including
labour, customers and shareholders – concerned about labour practices in less developed
countries. The expression of social and ethical values in the global marketplace is nowhere
more apparent than in relation to child labour (Ferguson, 1999). A commitment not to use
child labour is central to most voluntary codes and standards, due in large part to media
attention to, and emotive power of, claims of child labour, abuse and exploitation.
However, Pearson and Seyfang (2001) argue that social policy as enacted by transnational corporations ‘appears to be more enclave than universal, since their concerns and
responsibilities are delineated not by the global potential of the universe in which they
operate but the specific localisation of the particular production processes’ (p. 66). For
example, voluntary standards and codes of conduct play a part in the governance of value
chains that deliver high-value and high-visibility products to consumers in the global
north, including tea, coffee and cocoa from sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). In contrast, they
play no part in lower profile value chains that move domestically produced maize, cassava, fish or vegetables to local markets, and in which transnational corporations have
little if any involvement.
This article is framed by the tension between a substantial universalising framework
of international instruments protecting workers’ rights and regulating child labour on one
hand, and a value-chain specific approach to implementation on the other hand.
Specifically, we use the concept of ‘social policy enclaves’ to explore this tension and
how it might be resolved to the benefit of children who work in African agriculture. We
focus on agriculture because it is associated with the vast majority of child labour (and
children’s work more broadly) in SSA (ILO, 2017).
The argument we develop is that the voluntary codes around which policy enclaves in
African agriculture are forged, as well as the body of global social policy that underpin
them, reflect very particular views of children, childhood, and children’s economic activity. These views are manifest in, for example, the formal definitions of child labour,
hazardous work and so on, which, when operationalised in surveys, suggest that significant numbers of children are in child labour, while they are also living at home and in
many cases attending school. However, these views, definitions and associated metrics,
and the estimates of child labour and hazardous work that they generate, do not reflect
either the economic realities or the cultural and social contexts within which most rural
children and their families live. Finally, we argue that the objective of universalising
coverage of all rural children can best be achieved, not by extending the enclaves, but
rather through a better understanding of children’s work in context, and specifically of
the work through which they actually experience harm. This will require some nuancing
of the universal frameworks.
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The article proceeds as follows. The next section explores the notion of social policy
enclaves, their relevance to child labour in African agriculture, and the empirical and
conceptual challenges in addressing child labour in agriculture. The significance of a
discursive re-framing of the problem of child labour as children’s work is highlighted.
Following this, a simple lexicon is developed that includes terms and concepts that are
central to our emerging understanding of children’s work and children’s harmful work.
The penultimate section explored several aspects of the argument in more detail, and the
final section concludes.

Policy enclaves and the case of child labour in African
agriculture
Policy enclaves
The notion of a policy enclave is used in two ways in the literature. In the first, an active
state defines and controls a geographically delimited area, endowing it with regulations
and incentives that are different from those in force outside the enclave. The establishment of such an enclave creates a ‘dual legal order’ which separates it from the rest of the
jurisdiction in which it is located (Hu, 2020). For example, special economic zones
(SEZ) are policy enclaves offering an advantageous incentive regime to businesses
which locate within them (The World Bank, 2008). Such enclaves are created to realise
micro-economic, macro-economic and political objectives including employment generation and regional economic development. We might think of these as state-active
enclaves.
In contrast, ‘policy enclave’ is also used to refer to areas, sectors or value chains from
which the state has essentially stepped back from the setting and/or implementation of
policy (i.e. state-passive enclaves). This is the sense in which Pearson and Seyfang
(2001) discuss the enactment of social policy by transnational corporations. The suggestion is not that the corporations will necessarily be less ambitious or effective than the
state, or seek to distance themselves from universal frameworks. Indeed, in most cases,
the social policy aspects of the voluntary codes to which they subscribe, for example,
through participation in certification schemes like the Better Cotton Initiative and
Rainforest Alliance, reflect both the universal frameworks and relevant national legislation. Nevertheless, the creation of policy enclaves like these results in a value-chain lottery, giving protection to child workers in only specific value chains and locations. These
state-passive enclaves thus challenge the universalist principle that is the basis of both
global and national social policy.
In this article, we are interested in the emergence of state-passive policy enclaves in
African agriculture, and specifically, whether they help or hinder efforts to address children’s involvement in any and all agriculture work that harms them.

Agriculture, child labour and social policy enclaves
Cocoa is produced for export by small-scale family farmers in SSA on 8 million ha of
land, of which 87% is located in just three countries (Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana and Nigeria).2
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Much has been claimed and contested about the use of child labour in West African
cocoa production, including reference to widespread exploitation, slavery and trafficking
(e.g. Ould et al., 2004; Romano and Mistrati, 2010; School of Public Health and Tropical
Medicine, 2015; Sustainable Tree Crops Programme, 2002). There have been and continue to be numerous high profile initiatives to address – indeed eliminate – child labour
in West Africa’s cocoa production, including the Harkin–Engel Protocol (Bertrand and
De Buhr, 2015),3 and initiatives by governments (Amoo, 2008), international agencies
(ILO-IPEC and Murray, 2007), firms (Nestle Cocoa Plan, ICI, 2017), certification bodies
(Ingram et al., 2018) and non-governmental organisations (NGOs).
In contrast, maize, which is grown on 39.5 million ha across the length and breadth of
SSA1 (including the cocoa producing areas of West Africa), is also produced predominately by small-scale farmers, for home consumption and domestic markets. However,
there has been little discussion of child labour specifically in relation to maize production, little research that interrogates the existence or prevalence of child labour (see, for
example, Carter, 2017), and consequently, few if any remediation initiatives.
The obvious question is why is child labour a cause célèbre in the cocoa sector, while
it is seldom mentioned in relation to maize? Two possible explanations present themselves. The first is that there is something fundamentally different about the ways, or the
contexts within which, cocoa and maize are produced, that result in real differences in
the forms and prevalence of child labour. Perhaps, the tasks in cocoa production are particularly suited to children (the classic ‘nimble fingers’ argument, see Grootaert and
Kanbur, 1995); or children’s labour is required at particular times in the cocoa farming
calendar to complete time-critical tasks; or cocoa farmers are so resource constrained
that they have no choice but to put children to work. However, we know of no evidence
that would support these explanations: indeed, if anything, at least in the case of Ghana,
there is relatively less poverty in cocoa growing areas (Ghana Statistical Service, 2015);
and more broadly, children seem to work to varying degrees, in the production of many
if not all crops grown on Africa’s family farms (Dachille et al., 2015).
The second possible explanation is that the forms and prevalence of children’s
involvement may actually be very similar, but, differences in the product (a luxury good
vs a staple food); the market (international – northern vs domestic – regional); the role of
international agri-business (significant vs non-significant); and the spatial concentration
of production (high vs low) result in much greater attention being paid to their work in
cocoa compared to maize. Here, the argument is that the particular configuration of the
West African cocoa sector, the international chocolate industry, associated policy coalitions, and political and consumer interests in the north (including around human rights
due diligence legislation), brings children’s work on cocoa farms into the highly formalised discursive and regulatory worlds of child labour. This is not the case for the work
done by children on maize farms, even if those farms are in cocoa producing areas and
the work is broadly similar.
If this second explanation is correct, it does not necessarily follow that the policy
enclaves should be expanded to support interventions to eradicate child labour from
maize production (as in, for example, the ‘child labour free zone’ (CLFZ) approach – see
Szyp, 2020). Rather, it more fundamentally calls into question the framing of so much of
children’s involvement in cocoa production as child labour, with all the negative
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connotations associated with the term. For example, using data collected in 2013/2014,
a study by the Tulane University School of Public Health and Tropical Medicine (2015)
estimated that an astounding 96% of children working in cocoa production were ‘child
labourers’ and 91% were in hazardous work. What makes these figures particularly surprising is that only 23% of these ‘child labourers’ and the children doing hazardous work
were not residing with a biological parent, while over 90% reported attending school in
the previous 12 months.
Of course, this is not simply a story about cocoa and maize. State-passive policy
enclaves have also emerged to address children’s involvement with other smallholder
export-oriented commodities including coffee, tea and cotton. As with the cocoa case,
children’s work associated with these crops is viewed through the lens of child labour
and its ‘unconditional worst forms’4 (which unhelpfully puts slavery in the same box as
children using a machete on their parents’ farm). However, as with maize, the work that
children do on cassava, rice or other food crops receives little attention.5

The empirical challenge
There are many estimates of the prevalence of child labour in rural Africa arising from
comparative, national and sector studies. For example, in Ghana a nationwide survey in
2001 estimated that that there were 3,963,040 children aged 5–17 in rural areas, of which
39.6% had worked in the 7-day period preceding the survey (Ghana Statistical Service,
2003). In total, 31% of rural respondents reported, ‘having ever been injured or suffered
illness at workplace or while working’. On the basis that Ghana’s Children’s Act prohibits even light work by children under 13 years, the authors estimated that 1,031,220 children nationwide could be said to be in ‘child labour’, which increased to 1,273,294 (80%
of whom were in rural areas) if those doing hazardous work were included. However, the
report notes that ‘Ghanaian culture’ recognises the importance of children’s involvement
in light work in guiding them to become responsible adults. Furthermore, because ‘such
social and cultural considerations have not been reflected in the law, not all the estimated
number could actually be said to be in child labour’ (p. 137, emphasis added).
Another nationally representative survey in Ghana in 2014 estimated that 38.3% of
children aged 5–17 in rural areas engaged in economic activity (GSS, 2014). In Upper
West region, well north of the cocoa production zone, 45.2% of children were in economic activity, and this region also had the highest proportion of economically active
children engaged in agricultural activities (92.4%). Overall, 30.2% of rural children were
reported to be in child labour and 20% in ‘hazardous forms of child labour’. In ‘rural
forest’ areas, which would include most cocoa areas, 30.0% and 21.3% of children were
in child labour and hazardous forms respectively, compared to 34.6% and 20.9% in ‘rural
savannah’ (i.e. northern) areas. We have already made reference to the intensive survey
work in 2013/2014 in Ghana’s cocoa producing areas which concluded that the vast
majority of children working in the cocoa sector were ‘child labourers’ and in ‘hazardous
work’ despite living at home and going to school (School of Public Health and Tropical
Medicine, 2015).
Surveys like these, and the resulting estimates of economically active children and
those in child labour and/or hazardous work, face significant methodological challenges.
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Particularly at the lower end of the age range, 7-day or 12-month recall data on type,
frequency and hours of work reported by children or their parents must be unreliable.
This is particularly so because of the intricate, age-specific definitions of acceptable and
unacceptable work. Given the public attention to and legal restrictions around children’s
work, it is also likely that parents, when questioned, will be less than open. But more
fundamentally, these surveys suffer from the limitations associated with the complex
terminology associated with the international instruments, including ILO Conventions
138, 182 (ILO, 1973, 1999), and made operational through derivative national legislation
and regulatory regimes (Amoo, 2008; Government of Ghana, 1998; Okyere et al., 2020).
Research designs and survey instruments must navigate a tortured path between legally
acceptable, age-appropriate types and hours of work – including distinguishing between
light work, regular work – hazardous work and ‘worst forms’ of child labour (Noguchi,
2002). As noted in the report of the 2001 survey (Ghana Statistical Service, 2003), and
further developed by Okyere et al. (2020), the fact that most surveys take no account of
local norms, household needs, seasonality, local availability of quality of schools and so
on, only increases the gulf between the international instruments, national legislation and
rigorous survey design on one hand, and the place of children’s work in rural lives and
livelihoods on the other hand. Ultimately, the objective of child labour surveys is usually
to categorise children using a simple dichotomy of ‘in child labour’ or ‘not in child
labour’ (or ‘in hazardous work’ or ‘not in hazardous work’), which leaves little room for
the complexity, ambiguity and contingency of real lives and livelihoods. Taken together,
these represent serious impediments to both analysis and effective remedial action.

The conceptual challenge
Even more fundamental than the empirical challenge outlined earlier is an important
conceptual challenge. The idea that child labour is a social ill, and must be eliminated,
has given rise to a significant body of global social policy. Following Deacon (2004), this
policy seeks to address child labour through actions relating to both global social regulation and global social rights. Underpinning it and its associated discourse is an imaginary
in which children are innocent, vulnerable and in need of adult and, by extension, state
protection, and childhood should be all about family, play, school and learning. A recent
example of this can be seen in FAO’s e-learning course ‘Introduction to child labour in
agriculture’,6 slide 3 (entitled ‘What is a child?’) states, ‘A child is defined as any person
under 18. During their childhood, children should: play and have fun with peers; study;
be cared for and protected from hazardous conditions’ (emphasis added). In contrast,
Peleg (2018) shows that when children make demands that exceed imaginary boundaries
of protection, their voices are dismissed on the basis of immaturity. He argues that paternalistic understandings of childhood and the way that childhood can unfold has stymied
the ability of international children’s rights law to both protect and empower children.
Yet, over the last two decades there have been moves to situate child labour within a
broader understanding of children’s work (Bourdillon and Carothers, 2019; Bourdillon
et al., 2010; Boyden and Ling, 1998). The motivation is not to deny or diminish the
exploitation and harm that some children experience while working, but to understand
children’s work, and the benefits and harms that arise from it, as part of the larger canvas
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of children’s economic and social worlds. Bourdillon and his colleagues have devoted
substantial time establishing, both theoretically and empirically, the case that many children throughout the world value both education and work. Work has important social,
economic and cultural benefits that sometimes outweigh the benefits of education and
sometimes enable education (for instance, work can provide money for school enrolment, Aufseeser, 2014). In other words, the idea that there is always a benefit trade-off
between work and school is misplaced. Bourdillon and Carothers (2019) argue that policy on children’s work ‘should be based on sound contemporary understandings of childhood which [. . .] is continuous with human life’ (p. 5). Policies should be as concerned
with protecting children’s opportunities for work as they are with protecting them from
harmful work. Liebel (2013) argues for the development of a concept of decent and dignified work for children, and the important role that children’s movements and organisations, such as the African Movement of Working Children and Youth (AMWCY) can and
are playing (Liebel, 2012).
This relatively new focus on children’s work is underpinned by an alternative conception of children, in which their vulnerability and need of protection are tempered by their
individual and collective agency (Aitken, 2001; Robson, 2004). Thus, not only do many
children in SSA work, and often willingly, but they are also social and economic actors
in their own right, exercising varying degrees of agency in relation to the opportunities
and constraints that shape their lives (Van Hear, 1982; Xolocotzin and Jay, 2020).
Tisdall (2017) questions the traditional and limited characterisation of children as
‘vulnerable’ – stating that ‘in much of liberal theory on rights, children are either absent
from the theorisations or set up as the counter-example’ (p. 62). Instead, Tisdall argues
that vulnerability is a universal human condition, and that the state has a positive obligation to ensure protection for all. This naturally leads one to question the emphasis on the
role of adults in defining children’s vulnerabilities and acting to protect them, rather than
children and young people’s participation in identifying their own concerns and ways to
address them.
Fawcett (2009), too, is concerned with how ‘vulnerability’ can be used to constrain
people’s rights to make decisions, separating them out from their social networks which
in turn makes them more ‘vulnerable’. Thus, some theorisations of vulnerability can lead
to control and disempowerment of one group over another. This critique is used to justify
a greater emphasis of children’s participation in decisions that affect them, and in facilitating children’s efforts to hold power to account (Tisdall, 2017).
It is also the case that children often constitute part of family strategies to assure food
and income security, with the expectation that they take on certain responsibilities,
including work and even migration, to help insure the family against destitution (Ansell
and Van Blerk, 2004; Orellana et al., 2001). Much of children’s economic activity is
experienced as positive and empowering, or at least necessary, by the children themselves, their families and communities (Aufseeser et al., 2018; Bourdillon et al., 2010).
Clearly, the benefits and impacts of children’s work on the child and the family will
depend on a myriad of factors including age, age-specific and non-age related capabilities and vulnerabilities related to physical, physiological and psycho-social development, as well as the nature of work and work environment. A 5-year-old child will be in
a distinctly different position to a 17-year-old; an immature 12-year-old will be
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in a different position to relatively mature 12-year-old; and a disabled child will be in a
different position to an able-bodied child. But the general argument is that children’s
work, and in our case, their agricultural work, is on balance beneficial – for the child, for
her or his family, and for society. This way of thinking is beginning to be influential: the
distinction between children’s work and child labour is now acknowledged by the ILO,
as are the beneficial aspects of some children’s work.7

Children’s work: an alternative lexicon
A key part of our argument is that the ambition to create an effective universal framework to protect children from work-related harm will be achieved only when the concepts, definitions and associated metrics – and the estimates of child labour and hazardous
work that they generate – reflect both the economic realities and the cultural and social
contexts within which rural children and their families live. In order to begin build a
more nuanced picture of benefits and harms associated with children’s work, it is useful
to step back from the detail, complexity and prescriptive intent of the current international instruments and national regulatory regimes. The back-to-basics lexicon provided
here is a step in this direction.
Children’s work covers a wide range of activities, including household chores and
paid and unpaid economic activity, but excluding schoolwork. Children’s work may be:
at home, on farms and in businesses, in markets, in mines, in school (e.g. working in a
school garden or cleaning a school dormitory); individually or in groups; and full-time,
part-time, seasonal, during the school year and/or during school holidays.
Children work for many different reasons. It may be expected of them, done willingly,
or forced upon them (e.g. by an adult or by another individual, or by family circumstances). Most children work at some point, and in many cultures, a ‘good’ child is one
who works (Pankhurst et al., 2016). Many children experience their work as positive and
empowering (Aufseeser et al., 2018). Work can help children build their confidence and
self-esteem, and also provide them with new experience and opportunities for learning,
to access to money and to contribute to the household.
A hazard refers to a danger that is inherent to a task or job, or an aspect or feature of
a work environment. For example, the mere presence of pesticide and machinery of
sharp tools on a farm are hazards. A workplace bully and a sexual predator also represent
hazards. Excessive work hours may pose a hazard in relation to health, but also in relation to the opportunities foregone (such as education). Exposure to a hazard creates the
potential for an individual to experience harm. However, it is important to remember that
exposure to a variety of hazards is a fact of life; and there are hazards in every work
environment. We expect different types and conditions of work to produce different
hazardscapes.
Hazard management refers to efforts by society at large, the state, local institutions,
employers, parents, and working children themselves8 to reduce children’s exposure to
workplace hazards, and/or help them navigate exposure to a hazard without being
harmed. Effective hazard management can eliminate a hazard altogether; change the
nature of a hazard; reduce exposure to a hazard; reduce the likelihood that a hazard will
result in harm; reduce the severity, time frame of manifestation and/or reversibility of
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any resulting harm; or increase an individual’s or household’s ability to survive or thrive
when harm is experienced resilience (Béné et al., 2014; Davies et al., 2013). Examples
of hazard management include social norms, formal regulations (e.g. labour standards),
training, provision of appropriately sized equipment, enforcement of worker’s rights,
monitoring schemes and work-based social protection.
In the example cited earlier, if the mere presence of pesticides on a farm is a hazard,
their storage in a secure space, and the clear labelling of storage containers, are two ways
that the hazard can be managed. Apart from some certification schemes, we would expect
that on smallholder farms in rural Africa formal hazard management measures will be of
little immediate relevance.
Hazardous work: the notion of hazardous work is rooted in an acknowledgement that
every work task and work environment expose workers to one or more hazards. However,
because the nature of these hazards varies significantly, as does the level and effectiveness of hazard management, jobs and work environments can be considered to sit along
a continuum from minimally to extremely hazardous. Working around a piece of farm
machinery without training or protective clothing might be very hazardous, but would be
considerably less hazardous after the worker is trained and provided with appropriate
protective equipment.
Harm is an identifiable negative impact on an individual or household arising from a
specific workplace hazard. Harm might be physical, psycho-social (including stress and
anxiety), harm to development (e.g. lost opportunities for schooling) and/or financial
(i.e. lost income). Excessive hours of work, even that which is considered ‘light’ and
age-appropriate, may interfere with educational access and outcomes to the extent that
there is harm to a child’s intellectual development, future livelihood and earnings (Ray
and Lancaster, 2005). Important dimensions of work-related harm include its severity,
reversibility and time to onset. The severity and reversibility of harm will reflect both the
initial harm as well as any mitigating effect of, for example, prompt medical care. Again,
exposure to a hazard does not always or necessarily result in harm: it is a necessary, but
not a sufficient condition.
Children’s harmful work refers to any work that children undertake that results in
harm to the child and/or their household. The emphasis here is on the actual experience
of harm resulting from work, as opposed to the potential to be harmed or the risk of being
harmed. The shift from hazardous work to harmful work is mediated by the working
conditions and the capabilities and vulnerabilities of the child worker. For example, a
child who is not healthy but who is expected to work long hours is more likely to be
harmed than one who is healthy and well-rested. More broadly, both the exposure to
hazardous work as well as the experience of harm and its subsequent effects will intersect with a range of identity markers, such as ethnicity, age, gender and religion, that for
example, may constrain the ability of an individual to exercise agency.
When harm does arise, its severity and reversibility will reflect both the nature of the
harm and any mitigating conditions associated with the support system surrounding the
child. This system might include a range of provisions including local knowledge about
how to respond to particular harms, access to health services, availability of social protection and insurance systems, child protection services, and so on. In the absence of appropriate interventions to address the harm, even a simple wound may lead to long-term
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irreversible harm, for example, through secondary infection. Poverty exacerbates the
experience of harm: we expect poor and more vulnerable individuals, in more isolated
rural areas, to benefit less from mitigating conditions. The nature, severity and reversibility of the harm will determine the magnitude of the immediate and future impacts on the
individual and her or his family.
This conception of children’s harmful work is partially aligned with one aspect of ‘the
worst forms of child labour’ as articulated in Article 3 of ILO Convention C182, which
refers to ‘work which, by its nature or the circumstances in which it is carried out, is
likely to harm the health, safety or morals of children’.9 The critical distinction is: we
focus on work that actually results in harm while C182 includes work that is likely to
result in harm. We also depart from the convention in relation to child trafficking and
child slavery. While these fall under the definition of ‘the worst forms of child labour’,
we find it useful to separate, at least conceptually, harmful work from the range of possible explanations for how the child came to engage in the harmful work. For example,
children might engage in extremely hazardous work, which eventually harms them,
either voluntarily or involuntarily – because they want to, or in order to help their parents, or because they were trafficked or find themselves in slave-like conditions. The
point is that while trafficking and slavery are clearly and always abhorrent, they are different from and should not be confounded with harmful work. At the same time, having
been trafficked or working in slave-like conditions might well increase the likelihood of
working in more hazardous situations or of being harmed.

Discussion
Our starting point is that the establishment of a body of global social policy, with the goal
of protecting all children from work that harms them, is as important today as it was in
the early-20th century. However, the current international instruments and frameworks,
and the national policy that they underpin, have significant limitations. Specifically, the
emergence of policy enclaves within African agriculture, based on these flawed instruments, creates a value-chain lottery that undermines the ambition to provide universal
protection, even within individual countries. In the preceding sections, we have argued
that a conceptual shift from child labour to children’s work, and the more nuanced understandings of children’s economic activities and social contexts that this shift allows, is
required to re-energise the universal ambition.
In this section, we develop the argument in greater detail. We first suggest that children’s harmful work must be understood and addressed as part of the larger story of
exploitative labour relations. We then return to social policy enclaves and whether they
will help or hinder universal approaches to children’s harmful work in agriculture. The
next section addresses the importance of acknowledging the existence of multiple perspectives on harm, and particularly in relation to invisible or hidden harms, and this is
followed by the not uncommon case when the alternative to work is low-quality and
potentially harmful schooling. We then return to the notion of vulnerability, and argue
that a close focus on children’s vulnerabilities risks hiding the fact that these are intimately tied to the vulnerabilities of their carers and communities. Finally, we identify
some important implications for policy actors.
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Children’s harmful work and exploitative labour relations
All attempts to address children’s harmful work must be rooted in the understanding that
throughout the world, people of all ages, not only children, are exposed to hazards, and
are harmed through work. Furthermore, hazardous and harmful work are as much a part
of informal, small-scale, family businesses – including farming – as work in factories,
sweatshops, artisanal mines, or plantations. Small-scale farmers are harmed through
their engagement with commodities or value chains that necessitate hazardous practices.
The ever-present nature of hazards in the workplace, therefore, necessitates a response
that is appropriate to the management of hazard and that can, at least in principle, be
universally applicable.
We hypothesise that children’s harmful work will generally be co-incident with (i.e. in
the same sectors, commodities, value chains, locations, seasons and firms) harmful work
generally. If this is the case, one is less likely to find children engaged in harmful work
when labour conditions for other workers are unproblematic. Nevertheless, children may
be of special interest simply because (1) they have some specific vulnerabilities that adults
do not have; (2) they may be over-represented (as a share of all workers) in a specific sector or industry, due, for example, to weak or missing labour legislation and regulation (and
associated lack of voice and representation); or (3) children are seen as having a comparative advantage over adults in performing the same tasks. In certain jobs, work environments or work regimes there may also be child-specific hazard-vulnerability combinations
that increase the likelihood of harm. Work-induced fatigue that results in reduced school
attendance or an inability to concentrate is one obvious example.
It follows from this that a political economy perspective will be important in allowing
children’s harmful work to be appreciated and analysed as part of a broader set of rural
labour relations. Here, it will be critical to understand the impact of different value chain
governance mechanisms (Ton et al., 2020) – including voluntary standards and certification schemes – as well as other ongoing changes to labour relations in and around African
agriculture (e.g. Phiri, 2016; Webb, 2017).

Value chains and scrutiny of children’s work
Earlier, we noted the prominence of West African cocoa compared to staple food crops
in public and policy discourse around child labour, and the existence of social policy
enclaves associated with the cocoa value chain. We questioned whether the emergence of
such enclaves would help or hinder universal approaches to children’s harmful work in
agriculture.
There is a relatively high level of concentration and coordination within the cocoato-chocolate value chain (Oomes et al., 2016; Ton et al., 2008). This reflects the concentration of power in a relatively small number of very large international commodity and
manufacturing firms; the legal and regulatory frameworks in which they function; and
the importance of brands in the marketing of chocolate. In this sense, cocoa shares some
important characteristics with the ‘global value chains’ described and analysed by
Gereffi et al. (2005). The contrast with the major West African food crops could not be
starker, in that international capital, formal firms, export markets, and branding play
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little if any role. The question is whether the nature of the value chains, and, in particular, the location of the market and level of coordination, drives fundamental differences
in forms and prevalence of harmful children’s work. Or alternatively, do the particular
characteristics of the cocoa value chain rather act to narrowly focus the gaze of the
media, civil society, policy makers and consumers in ways that exaggerate any problems there may be in cocoa?
The critical role of cocoa in the economies of Ghana and Cote d’Ivoire means there is
a heightened political dimension to the cocoa sector: it is the African ‘political crop’ par
excellence. But significantly, these politics play out far beyond the national sphere and
they swirl around the extraordinary contradiction of chocolate being a symbol of luxury
and indulgence for the western consumer, while, at least according to some observers, the
beans themselves carry the deep stain of child labour. The strong media focus on this
contradiction, combined with the inappropriate concepts and definitions promoted through
the international instruments, frame both policy and public discourse in a way that is detrimental to a more universal approach to harmful children’s work in African agriculture.

Multiple perspectives on harm
It should be clear that harm is a multi-dimensional concept – all potential or actual harm
is not equally bad (or harmful), or necessarily even deserving of policy attention. The
situation becomes more problematic when the trade-offs between the various benefits
and harms associated with children’s work are brought into the equation. At the extreme
end, a child may be so poor that she or he will not survive unless she or he engages in
hazardous work that is likely to cause harm (in the eyes of an outside observer). However,
she or he is, without question, better off having engaged in the work. This example illustrates the need to understand and address harmful work in a nuanced and context-appropriate way – an absolutist approach that all harmful work, or even all hazardous work,
must be eliminated might contribute to even greater harm to children.
For most children and families, the trade-offs are probably not so stark. Rather than
the negative being actual harm, it is more likely to be a greater likelihood of harm. These
trade-offs can only really be understood when the perspectives of children and their
households are brought in, and particularly in relation to how hazards and harm are actually experienced (understood, managed, navigated, lived with). But, taking the perspectives of children and their families seriously will likely highlight the fact that in some
(many?) situations, their views on hazards and harm do not align well with those of
experts, regulators, or advocacy groups. While the very hazardous or exploitative aspects
of children’s work may be relatively unambiguous, this will not be the case in other situations. Here, we must anticipate that children’s perspectives on what should be acceptable may be quite different from those of their parents, to say nothing of experts.
Different perspectives on hazards and harm reflect different views on what is acceptable or unacceptable, necessary or unnecessary. These arise because of different interests: a child may work because she or he wants to pay school fees or establish a level of
independence; a household may push her or him to work in order to help address its acute
food insecurity; a government or industry may want her or him to stop working, or to do
only some particular kinds of work, in order to comply with national or regional human
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rights due diligence legislation, or protect their position in a competitive global market;
and a UN agency may want to strictly define what work is acceptable or permissible for
the child in order to fulfil its mandate to establish international, cross-sectoral norms.
They also arise through differential access to information (e.g. of hard to observe, longterm negative effects of pesticide exposure), differential access to (or appreciation of)
years of accumulated local knowledge and experience, and differential cultural frames.
Thus, the key question becomes harm according to whom? Whose analysis of the balance between benefits and harms counts (or should count)? Who gets to define what is
acceptable? Should the analysis be framed around net harm – accounting for the tradeoffs in outcomes for both the child and the family – or is it overly academic, if not oxymoronic, to talk of the benefits of harmful work? Is it right to always privilege perspectives
of children (or experts) over others? If not, how can this tension be resolved?
These questions become particularly important in relation to invisible or hidden
harms. For example, it is conceivable that children may not consider inhalation of certain
fumes, or exposure to pesticides, to be harmful, while medical evidence suggests they
pose a real threat to future health. The temporal (lag) aspect of harm strengthens the case
for a longitudinal perspective to understand (1) the cumulative impacts of invisible harm
and (2) how the harm/benefit balance shifts due to changing conditions over time. It may
also be helpful in resolving the potential tension between the perspectives of children and
experts on hazards and harm. Children may be more likely to frame something as harmful when it has an immediate negative impact (e.g. carrying heavy loads) compared to
when the impact manifests itself over a longer period of time (e.g. developing respiratory
problems following exposure to fumes). In other words, there may be a need to give
greater weight to children’s perspectives on harm in considering immediate effects, and
possibly more weight to what we know through other research about long-term effects.

Hazardous work, harmful work and wellbeing
We have already made the case that many people across the globe engage in work during
childhood, and that it can be a positive and formative experience. This does not mean that
work can or should be a substitute for participation in quality education, play-based
socialisation or other critical experiences and opportunities that children need to lead
healthy, satisfying and productive lives. But there is now general acceptance – at least
rhetorically – that work by children around the home, in support of a family enterprise,
or for others, is acceptable as long as it does not unduly impinge on or crowd-out educational opportunities.
Of course, underlying this view is an assumption that adequate, quality education is
available. If not – as is the case in many poorer agricultural communities – then the
question arises as to the net effect on the child’s or household’s wellbeing of prioritising
school attendance over participation in farm work. Why send a child to school if the
quality of education provision is so bad that they learn nothing, or the child’s contribution to the household economy is essential for survival, or farm work offers more valuable learning opportunities? Moreover, what of the hazardous school environments that
children, especially girls, must navigate (Bhana and Mayeza, 2019; Schwandt and
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Underwood, 2016). Is a hazardous school environment always preferable to hazardous
work on the family farm? As discussed earlier, this will depend on vulnerabilities related
to specific identity markers, hazards related to getting to and being at school, and the
quality of safeguarding at school. In cases where the school system is weak and severely
under-resourced there appears to be no ethical high ground for insisting on sending
children to school.
This argument is even stronger in the case where the likelihood of harm from a workrelated hazard is low, and the training provided ‘on the job’ is more valuable in terms of
future income and work opportunities than a very low-quality education. If there is an
insistence on children being in school – as there is under the various international human
rights instruments, and the vast majority of national education policies – then a potentially valuable way to think about the trade-offs (or synergies) between work and education is to use the lens of a minimum acceptable provision of opportunities and wellbeing
for children. This shifts the onus of responsibility from the immediate environment of the
child – that is, the parent, the household and the value chain – to the state, and its responsibility for the provision of basic services.

Vulnerable children, vulnerable families
The literature identifies three distinct types of vulnerability, which are useful when considering how to address vulnerability in the face of hazardous work (Jones and Holmes,
2010; Sabates-Wheeler and Roelen, 2011). Physical/biological vulnerability refers to the
fact that children, in particular pre-teens, have different physical and biological needs
from adults, and are harder-hit, both in the short- and long-term, when these needs are
not met. There is sound evidence that malnutrition, lack of health care, and low levels of
education, during infancy and childhood, have far-reaching and long-lasting detrimental
consequences (Haverman and Wolfe, 1995). In other words, children who start life in a
disadvantaged position are more likely to remain disadvantaged, so that exposure to
hazard and the likelihood of harm will be higher for them. It is clear that physical and
biological vulnerabilities will vary with both age as well as the poverty status of the
household or context in which the child resides.
Dependency-related vulnerability refers to the fact that children (especially pre-teens)
are by necessity dependent on adults or older siblings for their wellbeing and provision
of basic needs. As children grow older, they become more economically and socially
independent and are able to exercise agency; but on the whole, young children have limited freedom to make decisions about their own wellbeing. As such, children’s relationships with adults are obviously open to abuse, and this can reinforce their vulnerability.
As is well documented in the literature on girls working as domestics or pushed into sex
work, their dependence on adults other than their parents for the provision of basic needs
makes them particularly vulnerable to verbal, physical and sexual abuse (Bourdillon,
2009; Jacquemin, 2006). Young boys are more likely to be exposed to hazards through
working in agriculture.
Finally, vulnerability arising from institutionalised disadvantage, or what some sociologists refer to as ‘cultural devaluation disadvantage’ (Kabeer, 2005) which is rooted in
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the devaluation of certain groups in society based on who they are perceived to be.
Identity markers that are characteristic of cultural devaluation include poverty, gender,
ethnicity and religion, as they are thought to denote persons of lesser worth following the
dominant beliefs, perceptions and attitudes (Kabeer, 2005). If a society places little value
on children, the vulnerabilities associated with this type of disadvantage present themselves as children’s lack of voice, lack of recognition, lack of representation and often
entrenched inequalities that can provide fertile grounds for deliberate abuse and exclusion. But even in less extreme cases, children, on account of their age, may be practically
and legally constrained to claim their rights and hold duty-bearers to account (SabatesWheeler et al., 2009). Unlike the other vulnerabilities where the children’s limited degree
of autonomy is inherent to the fact of being a child for biological and physical reasons,
this third vulnerability can be considered a social and cultural artefact that is put in place
and reinforced by institutional structures.
It is clear that in general, children, depending on their age, are more vulnerable to
hazard and more likely to be harmed than their adult counterparts doing the same task.
Yet, taken on its own, this statement detracts from the broader context – in particular, the
social context – in which children are situated within and dependent upon social networks. In other words, children are most often part of a family and its enterprises, while
both contributing to and making claims on family resources. It is within a network of
social and familial relations that children engage with work activities, which, even if
legally forbidden, are frequently seen as appropriate to the culture and context in which
they live.
In contexts of widespread poverty where vulnerability to food insecurity is high
due to weather, climate or conflict related shocks, the likelihood of exposure to hazardous work and harm from work is compounded. In other words, children’s vulnerability in relation to work must be seen, analysed and addressed within broader
contextual or ‘structural’ vulnerabilities. As encouraged by Jones and Holmes (2010),
child-sensitive interventions need to be informed by ‘[. . .] an understanding of the
multiple and often intersecting vulnerabilities and risks that children and their caregivers face’ (p. 1).
While children have and exercise agency, particularly as they get older, their engagement in work, including work that is hazardous and harmful, must be understood through
the lens of social relations and networks, and particularly family and intergenerational
relations. Obligations, expectations, gender norms and tradition are important aspects of
these social relations. We would expect that all the different kinds of factors that make
families more vulnerable – single parent, limited assets, migrant, disability – will increase
the likelihood of children within those families engaging in hazardous work and being
harmed through work.
In summary, children’s vulnerabilities are intimately tied to those of their carers and
communities. Their practical needs are those which stem from their physical and biological vulnerabilities, while their strategic needs relate to their limited autonomy and relative invisibility within the population at large. This socio-political understanding of
vulnerability implies that any intervention to affect change ‘must be interrogated for the
extent to which it enables those whose lives are affected to articulate their priorities and
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claim genuine accountability’ from different implementing and ‘provisioning’ stakeholders (Nyamu-Musembi and Cornwall, 2004).

Conclusion
The designation ‘child labour’ evokes imaginings of harm, abusive and bonded relationships, slavery and trafficking. It is highly emotive, with a strong association with the
illegal and exploitative employment of children, particularly outside the home. In this
article, we contrast the emergence of policy enclaves to address child labour in some
export-oriented agricultural value chains in SSA, with the lack of attention given to child
labour in domestic agricultural value chains. This bifurcation clearly undermines the
ambition of global policy in this area to address child labour on a universal basis.
But, the challenge is more fundamental than this. By unpacking what is meant by
hazardous work, harm and harmful work, we have suggested that child labour, as it has
been constructed in the international instruments, national statutes and public discourse,
is not meaningful in the vast majority of situations and contexts in which rural African
children work. This work typically takes place within family agricultural enterprises and
in situations where poor families negotiate and navigate their livelihoods in contexts of
uncertainty and limited access to quality social services, including education and health.
Children combine work and school in most, if not all, corners of rural SSA. Their work
is important to them, and their families. Of course, work can also sometimes result in
harm, and in some cases, this harm is serious or can have long-lasting or debilitating
effects. To the extent that harm arises from hazards associated with the work that children engage in, then action needs to be taken to reduce the potential for harm by managing and reducing these hazards.
Recognising that in the majority of cases, the work children do is not harmful to them
– in fact, it likely benefits them – is a critical and necessary step to a much needed
opening-up of policy dialogue in the otherwise closed ‘child labour’ space. The objective
of this opening-up is to inform the design and implementation of a new generation of
child-sensitive, and more successful, initiatives to address those situations in which children are actually harmed while working. The problem is that the complexity and rigidity
of the current frameworks, definitions and metrics limit their value in framing, targeting
and monitoring such actions, both inside policy enclaves and elsewhere. This is a case
where global social policy must be much better at accommodating the varied economic,
social and cultural contexts within which Africa’s rural people, including children, live
and work. Such an accommodation relies on the political will of organisations such as the
ILO, as well as large transnational corporations and NGOs, to be courageous enough to
consult with, listen to, and act upon the revealed preferences of millions of rural dwellers
in African agriculture. This would go a long way towards revitalising a universal, but
pragmatic approach to a critically important area of social policy.
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Notes
1.

2.
3.

4.

5.
6.
7.

8.

9.

Including for example ILO conventions: 87 and 98, protecting freedom of association and the
effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining; 29 and 105, eliminating all forms
of forced and compulsory labour; 138 abolishing child labour; 100 and 111, eliminating discrimination in respect of employment and occupation.
FAOStat, data for 2017.
The Harkin–Engle protocol is an international, voluntary, public-private agreement aimed
at ending the worst forms of child labour and forced labour in the production of cocoa. The
industry’s pledge to reduce child labour in Ghana and Cote d’Ivoire by 70%, had not been met
as of late-2015, and the deadline was extended to 2020.
Article 3 of ILO Convention C182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention defines
the term the worst forms of child labour as comprising the following: (a) all forms of slavery
or practices similar to slavery, such as the sale and trafficking of children, debt bondage and
serfdom and forced or compulsory labour, including forced or compulsory recruitment of
children for use in armed conflict; (b) the use, procuring or offering of a child for prostitution,
for the production of pornography or for pornographic performances; (c) the use, procuring
or offering of a child for illicit activities, in particular for the production and trafficking of
drugs as defined in the relevant international treaties; and (d) work which, by its nature or
the circumstances in which it is carried out, is likely to harm the health, safety or morals of
children.
See Van Hear (1982) for a fascinating glance into children’s involvement in commercial rice
production in northern Ghana during the 1960s and 1970s.
https://elearning.fao.org/course/view.php?id=507
The International Labour Organization (ILO) recognises that ‘Not all work done by children
should be classified as child labour that is to be targeted for elimination’ and that ‘Children’s
or adolescents’ participation in work that does not affect their health and personal development or interfere with their schooling, is generally regarded as being something positive’
(https://www.ilo.org/ipec/facts/lang–en/index.htm; also see ILO, 2018).
For example, Van Hear (1982) describes resistance and different forms of collective action
by young people and children – including ‘go-slows, sabotage, stealing rice, arson, blocking
irrigation Channels’ (p. 511) – as they sought to protect themselves against exploitation and
harm while working on commercial rice farms in northern Ghana.
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P121
00_ILO_CODE:C182#A3
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