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Almost half a million Indian children are working to produce the cottonseed that is the basis for our 

garments and all the other textile products that we use. Around 200,000 of them are below 14 years 

of age. This is one of the shocking results of the new study Cotton’s Forgotten Children by India’s 

long-term expert on the issue, Dr. Davuluri Venkateswarlu. 

It is equally shocking that the number of children working in the cotton seed fields has increased 

with almost 100,000 since the last all-India study on this issue in 2010. Children below 14 constitute 

around 25% of the workforce on the fields of the farmers that supply their seeds to both Indian and 

multinational companies. Another 35% of the workforce are children between 14 and 18 years of 

age. 

 

The report criticises the Indian state governments, 

especially those of Gujarat and Rajasthan, for ‘not paying 

serious attention to tackle the issue’ and ‘being in the 

denying mood’. On the role of the seed companies it states: 

‘The response of the seed industry as a whole to address the 

problem of child labour is minimal’. 

 

Long working days – Exposed to pesticides 

Children below 14 – of which two-thirds are girls - are 

employed in the seed fields on a long-term contract basis 

through loans extended to their parents by local seed 

producers, who have agreements with the large national 

and multinational seed companies. Children are made to 

work 8 to 12 hours a day and are exposed to poisonous 

pesticides used in high quantities in cottonseed cultivation. 

Most of the children working in cottonseed farms belong to 

poor Dalit (‘outcaste’), Adivasi (tribal) or Backward Castes families. Around 70% of the children are 

hired or even trafficked from other states while 30% is ‘family labour’. Most are school-dropouts.  

 

Hopeful signs 

There are also some hopeful signs. The number of children below 14 working on seed farms – in 

proportion to the total workforce - has dropped in all states. In Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu there 

was a significant decline of 42% and 69% respectively of young children working in the seed fields.  



The report also recognizes a number of initiatives undertaken by multinational companies like Bayer, 

Monsanto and DuPont, some local companies, government agencies, Unicef, NGOs like MV Foundation 

in Andhra Pradesh and a union like DRMU in Gujarat which helped to reduce the number of young 

working children. 

 

However due to the very substantial increase of production area, especially in Gujarat and Rajasthan, 

the total number of working children has nevertheless increased substantially. The number of 

adolescents doing this work has increased since 2010 with 70,000 and the number of young children 

with almost 30,000. 

 

Below minimum wages for women 

The other main issue in the new report is the payment of wages below the official minimum wage, 

especially to women. For specific tasks mainly allocated to women and children – especially the labour-

intensive cross-pollination – wages are paid that are substantially below the official state or zonal 

minimum wages. This happens in all the states.  Despite this and earlier reports on the issue (e.g. 

Wages of Inequality, December 2012) this issue has not yet been tackled effectively by government 

and companies and has hardly been taken up by civil society.  

 

Recommendations 

The 47-page report contains 11 recommendations for both companies, the National Seed Association 

of India and the (state) governments to tackle child labour, below official minimum or living wages and 

other labour rights violations.  

 

A few of these recommendations are: 

 

1. Seed companies need to do a proper review of their procurement policies to ensure that growers 

have enough margins to tackle child labour and pay at least the official minimum wage to workers. 

2. Government and independent agencies have to do research if the present minimum wages are 

actually living wages that allow adult cottonseed workers a decent life. Cottonseed workers should 

also be covered under social security benefits like the Provident Fund. 

3. In view of the magnitude and seriousness of the child rights violations  and other violations in 

cottonseed production, a special taskforce of state governments to ensure labour rights in this 

sector is recommended. Such a taskforce should work in close co-operation with local groups, 

village panchayats, local (child) rights groups, NGOs and unions. 

4. Every Indian or multinational seed company, as well as the NSAI, should have an effective 

grievance mechanism where both farmers and agricultural labourers can safely file grievances on 

violations of labour rights at the farm level and resolve those issues. In cases of systemic violations, 

programmes to tackle these violations have to be developed. 

5. The National Seed Association of India (NSAI) should play a more proactive role in urging their 

members to combat child labour and respect labour rights, including by setting up joint 

programmes and requiring from members to report on progress. 

 

 

Download the full report: http://www.indianet.nl/CottonsForgottenChildren.html 

 

More reports, articles etc. on child labour and violation of labour rights in cotton and vegetable seeds production: 

http://www.indianet.nl/katoenz_e.html 


