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Cocoa – not all kids like it 
the aim of the exercise:  

- to sensitize to the subject of fair trade 

- to get acquainted with the social and economic aspects of sustainability 

- to get acquainted with the concepts of: child labour, modern slavery 

related subjects: geography, biology, economics, ethics 
age group: 12+ 
number of participants: 10-30 people  
tools: photocopied texts 
   
time required: 45 minutes 
Description of the exercise 
The facilitator distributes Aly’s story and the text about child labour (Appendix 1)  
After studying the text, a group discussion follows. Questions: 

- What do you think of the text you’ve just read? 

- How much are we, consumers, aware of the circumstances of the production of 

cocoa, the main ingredient in chocolate? 

After the discussion participants read accounts of fair trade actors (Appendix 2). 
After studying the text, they discuss what European consumers can do to positively influence 
the cultivation of cocoa. They write down their ideas. 
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Appendix 1 
 

Aly’s story 
From the story below, we get to know that chocolate is not equally sweet for every kid. 
 
Aly Diabate, who is from Mali, was eleven years old when he was lured in Mali by a slave 
trader to go work on an Ivorian farm. The locateur told him that not only would he receive a 
bicycle, but he could also help his parents with the $150 he would earn. However life on the 
cocoa farm of "Le Gros" (or "Big Man") was nothing like Aly had imagined. He and the other 
workers had to work from six in the morning to about 6:30 at night on the cocoa fields. Since 
Aly was only about four feet tall, the bags of cocoa beans were taller than him. To be able to 
carry and transport the bags, other people would have to place the bags onto his head for 
him. Because the bags were so heavy, he had trouble carrying them and always fell down. 
The farmer would beat him until he stood back up and lifted the bag again. Aly was beaten 
the most because the farmer accused him of never working hard enough. The little boy still 
has the scars left from the bike chains and cocoa tree branches that Le Gros used. He and the 
other slaves were not fed well either. They had to subsist on a few burnt bananas. 
Yet when nightfall came, Aly's torture did not end. He and eighteen other slave workers had 
to stay in their one room that measured 24-by-20 feet. The boys all slept on a wooden plank. 
There was but one small hole just big enough to let in some air. Aly and the others had to 
urinate in a can, because once they went into the room, they were not allowed to leave. To 
ensure this, Le Gros would lock the room. 
Despite the horrendous conditions that he was living in, Aly was too afraid to escape. He had 
seen others who had attempted escapes, only to be brutally beaten after they got caught. 
However one day, a boy from the farm successfully escaped and reported Le Gros to the 
authorities. They arrested the farmer and sent the boys back home. The police made Le Gros 
pay Aly $180 for the eighteen months he had worked. Now Aly is back with his parents in 
Mali, but the scars, both physical and psychological, still remain. He admitted that after he 
first came back from the farm, he had nightmares about the beatings every night. Aly was 
fortunate that the authorities were alerted about the slavery that was present at Le Gros' 
farm, but many other children are not as lucky and are still being subjected to the beatings 
and overall dehumanization on these cocoa farms. 
 

Child labour in cocoa farming 
 
The term “child labour” generally refers to “work that is performed by children under 14, as 
well as all work performed by children or adolescents under 18 and is mentally, physically, 
socially or morally dangerous or harmful to children’s well-being and personal development, 
and interferes with their schooling, irrespective of the fact whether they are paid for it or 
not.” (ILO, 2006)1 

                                                 
1
 However, not all work done by children should be classified as child labour that is to be targeted for 

elimination. 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. It provides 
them with skills and experience that can be useful in their adult life. This includes activities such as helping 
their parents around the home, assisting in a family business or earning pocket money outside school hours 
and during school holidays. Whether or not particular forms of “work” can be called “child labour” depends on 
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Today nearly 9 million children are forced to work as slaves. Modern-day slavery means that 
a person and the work done by that person are the property of others, and he or she cannot 
leave on his or her free will, and is furthermore subject to exploitation, humiliation and 
abuse. 
 
In certain plantations in West Africa owners try to reduce production costs by various 
means, among others by employing cheap labour – children and slaves. Two thirds of the 
world’s cocoa production come from this region, and according to one study2, in 2002 about 
200.000 children were forced to work on cocoa farms in West Africa. The International 
Cocoa Initiative (ICI) was formed the same year. It urged immediate steps in connection with 
child labour on cocoa farms. The initiative involves several associations, among others NGO-
s and the representatives of the chocolate industry and the cocoa trade. But despite their 
efforts, slavery (especially child slavery) on cocoa farms remains a grave question, due to 
local conditions (poverty, low levels of education, child labour viewed as traditional, and 
orphans), global trade (big multinational companies demand the lowest possible buying up 
prices, high taxes on processed cocoa reduce farmers’ income and make decent living 
impossible), as well as the corruption surrounding the control of working conditions. All 
these make it difficult to find a solution that really works. 
  

                                                                                                                                                         
several factors (the child’s age, the type and hours of work performed, the conditions under which it is 
performed, etc.) It is also important to consider how much time the child can spend studying and playing. 
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Appendix 2 

 

Fair trade and cocoa growing associations 
 
The principle of fair trade supports small-scale cocoa farmers in many ways. It promotes safe 
and healthy working conditions for farmers and cocoa workers, in conformity with the 
conventions of the International Labour Organisation (ILO). The fair trade movement thus 
eliminates the use of forced and child labour throughout the production of cocoa and other 
products, and ensures that the work done by children or adults does not hamper the social, 
moral or physical development of workers, and does not interfere with children’s schooling. 
Fair trade ensures small-scale producers an income that guarantees them a decent living and 
further development. Apart from that, farmers get a certain sum called “social premium”. 
This sum must be spent on community development, such as improving the health care 
system, building homes or establishing the water supply network. If the commodity price of 
cocoa exceeds the guaranteed fair trade minimum price, farmers get the world market price 
for their produce, plus the social premium. If necessary, buyers are willing to pay a financial 
advance on contracts or give a low interest loan. Fair trade also supports sustainable and 
environmentally sound agricultural practices, like planting shade giving trees around 
plantations, composting, and minimal use of agrochemicals for the protection of the 
environment and consumers’ health. Extra premiums promote the switch to organic 
farming, that’s why many fair trade products get the “organic” label. 
 
Presently there are 19 associations of cocoa farmers in 12 countries co-operating with the 
fair trade movement. The associations integrate farmers as well as enterprises and concerns 
connected to them. They operate on the basis of democratic principles. Each member of the 
association is entitled to a share from the profit and can take part in making decisions 
affecting the functioning of the association (signing new contracts, setting selling prices, 
investments, etc.). Below you can read accounts of cocoa producers who are members of 
such associations. 
 
Kavokiva Agricultural Cooperative, Côte d’Ivoire 
 
Fulgence Nguessan, President of Kavokiva, said: “The health centre and health insurance 
scheme are the most important benefits. Mortality rates have come down. Previously we lost 
30 farmers a year but this has been reduced to just four this year. These improvements are 
thanks to health insurance. Thirty-six operations were carried out which meant that those 
farmers are still alive, when at least 20 would have died otherwise. Without the insurance, 
there would be little else for a farmer to do, for example if they had a hernia, but die…”  
One of the co-op’s biggest achievements has been investing the premium in the construction 
of its own health centre at Gonaté, with a doctor, midwife, and two nurses available to offer 
a range of treatments and procedures to patients without the need to travel to a public 
hospital. They have also bought their own ambulance car to collect patients from their 
villages if necessary. This is complimented by a free health insurance scheme with affordable 
medicines available to all members. 
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George Kwame, General Secretary of Kavokiva added, “We have been busy for years growing 
good quality cocoa for their chocolate. So if we are doing our best to give consumers the best 
quality cocoa, they should give the best possible price.” 
 
Kuapa Kokoo Cooperative, Ghana 
 
“We have taken our destiny into our own hands. Through Fair Trade and the cooperative, we 
have seen much progress. We have good drinking water, toilet facilities and schools. Kuapa 
Kokoo pays the farmers on time and there is no cheating when cocoa is weighed. We meet 
every two weeks to share our problems. We are able to generate extra income through our 
soap and palm oil production, which helps us through difficult months. We can also take out 
loans, individually or in groups, through the Kuapa Credit Union. 
Kuapa Kokoo ensures women have a voice and that we are heard. I have learned a lot from 
the cooperative. I have grown up with cocoa and I see many differences between Kuapa 
Kokoo and other buying companies.”  
(Comfort Kwaasibea, cocoa farmer) 
 
Maquita Cushunchic Comercializando como Hermanos (MCCH) Association, Ecuador 
 
Jose Antonio Santos, commercial director of MCCH, explains: "When farmers harvest the 
cocoa they have to leave the village for a full day to sell their produce and buy basic products 
to take back home. But when they arrive to sell the cocoa, after walking for eight or nine 
hours, the traders tell them that the price has dropped. He'll say: 'I'll pay you half. If you don't 
want to sell, take the cocoa away.' The farmer has to sell, or return home with nothing for his 
family."  
“We don't just try to raise the income of the person, but we aim to raise their whole 
development," says Jose Antonio Santos. One exemplary program is the Farmers School, a 
special three-year training program designed to increase cocoa farmers’ general knowledge, 
improve quality and productivity, and promote renovation. 
 
Fair Trade cocoa in Bolivia: El Ceibo 
 
“We have a secure market and even if prices drop in other markets, we are paid what has 
been offered; the sale is secure," says Senobrio Nabia, a cooperative member.  
 
Bernardo Apaza Llusco, Commercial Manager has said: "El Ceibo is the name of a tree that 
grows steadily into a big tree and does not die. We took this name for our organisation: we 
will grow fast and will not die. Annually we produce about 400 to 500 tons of cocoa. We 
commercialise 70% of it and 50% of the cocoa is processed in our own factory in La Paz. At 
present we are diversifying the chocolate products and sell the new products on the national 
market."  
 
 
Fair Trade cocoa in Belize: Toledo Cacao Growers Association (TCGA) 
 
For many families, Fair Trade premiums have meant that they were able to send their 
children to school instead of keeping them at home to work. In the Toledo region, school can 
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be quite expensive. Parents have to pay for uniforms, books and food at school, and children 
in the secondary grades must take a long bus ride to school. Anastasia, a mother of 7 
children says: „The oldest is already in high school. We hope that all the children will go to 
school because of the money we receive from growing cocoa. Currently we have 2 to 3 acres, 
and are planting more.” 
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Background information for facilitators: 
 
The origins of cocoa 
The home of cocoa is South America. The first people to grow cocoa trees were the Maya 
more than 2600 years ago. The plant was brought from the Amazonas and Orinoco basins to 
Central America by the Aztec and Toltec. The aboriginal people of today’s Mexico and 
Central America made a special and refreshing dink from ground cocoa beans, called 
“chocolatl”. Originally, chocolate was more bitter, and spices were often added to it – 
vanilla, chilli, maize, honey and other ingredients. Cacao beans were also used as currency 
and chocolate was held to be the drink of the gods. Therefore chocolate was the privilege of 
the rich ruling class. According to a legend spread by the Spanish conquistadors, the Aztec 
emperor Montezuma drank 50 cups of cocoa a day. His people had to pay their taxes in 
cocoa beans. As chocolate was thought to be of divine origin, the Swedish scientist, Carl 
Linné named the cocoa tree Theobroma cacao. “Theobroma” means the food of the gods in 
ancient Greek, while cacao comes from the Aztec-Mayan word for cocoa. 
 
Cocoa and chocolate were brought to Spain in the 16th century by the Spanish conquistador 
Hernán Cortez. In the 17th century, the demand for cocoa increased as the price of sugar 
became lower, thanks to new sugar-cane plantations in Brazil and the Caribbean. To the 
European taste, sweetened cocoa was more suitable than the original bitter one. The break-
through in chocolate manufacturing came when Conrad J. van Houten, a Dutch chemist 
discovered the method of separating cocoa powder from cocoa butter. The first bar of 
chocolate was made by the English Joseph Fry in 1846; the first milk chocolate was created 
by the Swiss Daniel Peter. The new technological developments of the 19th century made 
chocolate available to the masses, thus increasing the demand for cocoa. 
Cocoa farming became popular in West Africa as the coastal region of the Gulf of Guinea and 
the land of the nearby islands were highly suitable for cocoa growing. Work was mostly done 
by slaves on the African plantations as well as on farms in other parts of the world. To make 
more profit, colonizers created plantations in Asia as well. In the meantime, West Africa 
gradually became the main cocoa exporter. While at the beginning of the 20th century 80 % 
of the world’s cocoa production came from America, with 15 % coming from West Africa, in 
the fifties the African continent already accounted for 60 % whereas America for 30 %. 
Today, two thirds of the world’s cocoa production come from Western Africa. The biggest 
exporters are, in order of importance: Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Indonesia and Nigeria, but Brazil 
and Ecuador from South America are still important cocoa producers. 
 
Cocoa growing 
The cocoa tree is a tropical evergreen which grows to 4-8 meters high. Its trunk is not 
particularly strong, but it has a spread out foliage. The thin, skin-like copper red leaves 
gradually become dark green. The cocoa tree grows only in the hottest climates of the 
world, in a belt between 10°N and 10°S to the Equator, like the tropical regions of South and 
Central America, Africa, the Gulf of Guinea and South East Asia. The plant needs a fairly 
constant temperature (between 21–32 °C) and high humidity. It survives even the short, 
maximum 3 months-long dry season. 10 year-old plants have the highest yields. 
The tiny white, yellowish or pinkish flowers of the cocoa tree are produced directly from the 
trunk and the older branches. Although the tree is in flower almost the whole year (having 
some 50 000 flowers), it bears only a few fruits. Because cocoa flowers have no taste and 
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smell, therefore they attract only a few insects, which are responsible for their pollination. 
The majority of the flowers remain sterile (only an estimated 5-40 percent of the flowers are 
pollinated) and fade. In addition, only a few of the fruits ripen fully, which means that the 
cocoa tree is not very fertile; each tree bears only 30-50 fruits per year. The annual yield of 
one cocoa tree is enough to produce three bigger chocolate bars.  
Most of the world’s cocoa crop is grown on small farms, partly because on big plantations, 
plants become less resistant. Young seedlings require shade to grow, because if they are 
fully exposed to sunshine, they stop growing. Therefore cocoa grows in the shadow of 
natural vegetation, or on plantations where so-called mother trees are planted to provide 
shade for the cocoa trees. When they grow taller, they need less shade. On big, shadeless, 
monocultural cocoa plantations plants are growing in the sun. This makes production more 
simple and cost-effective, but results in poorer quality crop. In addition, plants growing 
without shade are more vulnerable to harmful insects and fungi, therefore they require 
more pesticides.  
What are the dangers of working on a cocoa farm? 

 accidents (workers have to carry heavy bags and have to use sharp machetes, etc.) 

 sunstroke 

 melanoma (they work in the heavy sunshine for long periods of time) 

 skin abrasions 

 poisonings by pesticides 

 cardio-vascular disorders due to stressful working conditions. 
 
Problems attached to cocoa farming in developing countries: 

 Deforestation of tropical forests in order to create new plantations. 

 Large-scale use of pesticides. In addition, workers applying the pesticides often don’t 
wear any protective equipment.  

 Poverty perpetrating among small-scale farmers. They have no money to improve 
quality standards, or to switch to a more environment-friendly production and 
processing. 

 The use of forced or child labour. 
 

Cocoa on the world market 
 
Just as in the case of other basic produce like coffee, sugar, cotton or banana, we can see 
that the world market price of cocoa is constantly so low that it does not even cover 
production costs. Most of the cocoa beans are not processed in the country of production, 
partly due to technological shortcomings, and partly to the heavy taxes and custom charges 
on processed cocoa. Whereas the import of cocoa into the EU is duty-free, the import of 
chocolate is heavily taxed. The difference is so big (the tariff on chocolate is 35 %) that it 
makes chocolate production for cocoa exporting countries meaningless, which otherwise 
would create jobs and extra profit. Therefore producers sell their dry cocoa beans to 
resellers, who then sell them to exporters. They then ship the cocoa beans to countries 
where they are processed. These are usually developed countries and in general they reap 
the bigger profit in cocoa trade.  
There are some 50 million people worldwide whose lives are directly connected to cocoa 
growing. Most of them are small-scale farmers in Africa and Latin America. Cocoa beans are 
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usually sold once or twice a year; therefore, growers are often in need of loans in between 
seasons. Due to the fluctuations of the market price, selling prices are hard to foretell. Most 
of the farmers have no reliable information on the market situation, and thus they are in a 
weak position when it comes to negotiate with resellers and big companies. Because of the 
fluctuating world market prices and their weak negotiating positions, producers are forced 
to accept the price set by middle-men.  
Seeing the ever changing world market prices and their own unbearable conditions of living, 
some cocoa growers have joined together and formed associations in order to co-operate 
with the fair trade movement. The fair trade movement is an alternative approach that 
wants to make international trade more fair and provide an opportunity to a better life for 
small-scale farmers of economically undeveloped countries. For us, consumers, fair trade is a 
call to not always choosing the cheapest products, or products on sale. It reminds us that 
trade is closely connected to other people’s lives and living conditions, and to the lives – and 
often the survival – of their families.   
 
What can we, consumers, do? 

 We can talk to our friends, acquaintances, and colleagues about the unfair 
distribution of power on the world market of cocoa and similar products. 

 We can contribute to shaping public opinion and call upon representatives of the 
European Parliament to implement a less exclusive foreign trade policy in the 
European Union. 

 We can check the origin of the products we buy. 

 We can boycott products whose manufacturers do not require implementing reliable 
working conditions from their suppliers. 

 When buying chocolate and similar products, we can look for the fair trade certificate 
on the package. 

 We can support organizations that are actively engaged in fighting against global 
inequalities. 

 
 
 


