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20 The seed sector is an international sector, 

many companies have offices and research stations 

in different countries do develop plant varieties for all 

different types of ecosystems and different farmers. 

Seed production occurs in many more locations, 

under own management, by seed producers or by 

seed farmers. In this way, the sector provides support 

to the development of many economies. 

By working in those different economies, it is recog-

nized that social compliance measures need attention 

and may need to be improved. Several reports, such as 

the ones by the India Committee of the Netherlands, 

now named arisa, demonstrate that children are part 

of the workforce in seed production of cotton, maize 

and vegetable seeds. 

Actions of the companies

As companies became more aware about child labour 

in seed production, especially in cotton and vegetable 

seed production, they started to examine the status 

in their own company and introduced prevention 

measures. Some companies started this process 

seriously as early as 2004, while others followed later. 

The actions are mostly done at company level and in 

some cases, they work with small groups of compa-

nies. The measures relate to different due diligence 

steps, such as commitment, assessment of risks 

and impact, integration in the business processes, 

external monitoring and communication, as well as 

the improvement of the livelihood of children and 

their families. 

More and more seed companies are developing hu-

man rights strategies, which require the support of 

and action by all relevant managers and employees, as 

well as suppliers. This means that action needs to be 

taken both within and outside the company. Training 

of both staff and suppliers helps to achieve this. 

In order to prevent child labour, one must have an 

insight into the seed production chain; where do 

the risks of child labour occur, where are the risks 

highest and where do they have the highest impact? 

Different methods may be used to carry out risk 

assessment. One should work with a broad range of 

stakeholders of the whole supply chain and be per-

sistent to get the right information. Child labour may 

occur in different countries and at different stages 

of the supply chain. Companies must prioritize risks 

and start with activities with the highest risk and the 

highest chance of success.

Integration 

Several companies have developed contracts or 

clauses in contracts for seed producers in which 

seed producers must approve the banning of any 

child labour in their activities and which are often 

combined with sanctions or incentives. In some 

cases, more than one moment in the development 

chain is chosen to sign agreements on clauses that 

forbid to have child labour. These contracts are often 

combined with sanctions and or incentive measures. 

Some companies are examining the procurement 

system to see what effect it may have on child labour. 

Recognizing the impact is one thing, but actively 

changing a system is something else, especially if it is 

not a combined effort by the whole sector.

Most companies that have developed human rights 

policies have an internal monitoring system in place, 

which clearly identifies who is responsible for moni-

toring and how frequently and where it happens. 

This monitoring may be announced or unannounced, 

and external monitoring may also take place. Most 

companies learn from their systems and therefore 

continuously aim for improvement. 

Projects

Several companies are involved in specific projects 

with other stakeholders in order to stop child labour 

and change policies and culture in production areas. 

Bayer, for example, has actively worked to implement 

a comprehensive multilevel Child Care Program (ccp) 

in five states in India - Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, 
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Sending children to 
school, not to work

Since the early 2000s, 

the problem of child 

labour has received 

significant attention. 

Even though reports still 

mention child labour, 

especially after 2015, 

the percentage of child 

labour has significantly 

decreased in the seed 

sector. Most companies 

prefer children to go to 

school, instead of the 

seed production fields.

Anke van den Hurk

Family farm culture 

The majority of children in farming work on 

their parents’ farm as unpaid family labour. The 

work that children perform is often invisible and 

unacknowledged because they assist their parents. 

Participating in some farm activities can give 

children an opportunity to develop skills and a 

sense of belonging to the community. However, this 

becomes a problem when farm tasks interfere with 

schooling and when they are hazardous in nature.

Source: United Nations’ International Labour Organizatio
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Maharashtra, Gujarat and Tamil Nadu - where the 

company has contract cotton seed production. They 

want to get children off their contract farmers’ fields 

and into school instead. The project included next to 

monitoring and back to school programs, training of 

pollinators, vegetable growers and backyard farm-

ing training to improve farmer’s livelihood. Another 

example is the work by Syngenta together with the 

Fair Labour Association, which has already been hap-

pening for many years. East-West Seeds carried out 

a project named ‘Towards vegetable seed production 

without child labour’. Many others are also directly 

or indirectly involved with organizations to stop child 

labour. 

Earlier this year, the Enabling Child and Human 

Rights with Seed Organizations (echo) previously 

named ccp was founded by the seed industry and 

ngos. Several companies delegated members on the 

echo Executive Committee: Bayer, Syngenta, East-

West Seed India, upl Advanta, hm. Clause and basf 

Vegetable Seeds. echo, a multi-stakeholder forum, 

was established to share experiences and consult 

organizations on various social compliance issues, 

such as child rights, minimum wages, and healthy 

and safe working conditions in the production of 

hybrid seeds. 

External monitoring

In addition to internal monitoring systems, several 

companies and company groups work with auditors 

who monitor their systems, including any aspects 

of child labour. The frequency of monitoring differs 

and is mostly unannounced. sgs, the Child Care 

Programme India, the Fair Labour Association, Ernst 

& Young and others are among the auditing organiza-

tions involved. Four Dutch vegetable companies work 

together with sgs in India. 

The Child Care Programme India entails a com-

prehensive field monitoring programme. Cotton 

production staff with the programme carry out 

frequent unannounced assessment visits, in addi-

tion to internal monitoring. To keep the monitoring 

as objective as possible, teams are rotated between 

different locations. The Fair Labour Association also 

offers monitoring programmes that are also used in 

the seed sector.

Although most of the auditing has initially been 

focused on India, other countries are now also being 

audited, or plans for audits are being made. 

Communication

Several companies have established human rights 

policies and communicate those on their websites, 

as well as the specific activities in which they are 

involved. They communicate not only to be transpar-

ent about their process, but also have communication 

activities to create awareness within the company, 

as well as outside. Raising awareness outside the 

During field days farmers 

are told that seed 

production is no child’s 

business, learning is
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company focuses, on the one hand, on people directly 

involved in the seed production chain and, on the 

other hand, on the local communities where the seed 

production takes place. The latter helps to explain 

that a child’s education is important and will have a 

positive impact on the future of that child and society, 

as a whole. Several of the projects where companies 

are involved in direct improvement of the children 

and their families lives. Subsequently, different 

education programmes and schools have been 

developed. 

Improvement of livelihood

Several of the projects where companies are involved 

in direct improvement of the children and their 

families lives. Different education programmes and 

schools have been developed. Not only the education 

is supported, but also the buildings for schooling, 

furniture for schools, pure cold-water for the children 

and vegetable gardens. School attendance of children 

is monitored and stimulated by creating incentives 

for pupils (presents like school materials) and staff 

(classroom and facility improvement). 

Training of pollinators improves their productivity 

and skills and thereby enhances their affordability 

compared to untrained children. Training of farm-

ers in vegetable cultivation and backyard farming 

resulting in more income which can support send-

ing children to school and direct support for better 

nutrition. 

Role of seed associations

As indicated above, companies felt it is their own 

responsibility to deal with human rights policies, 

rather than as consortium. In recent years, this view 

has changed and a role for seed associations is also 

recognized. The International Seed Federation, the 

Asia and Pacific Seed Association and Plantum, in the 

Netherlands, have agreed statements 

that aim for a seed sector without child 

labour. In addition to the statements, 

ideas are provided on how to stop child 

labour. 

During the last couple of years, 

further collaborative actions have been 

considered. They are mostly focused 

on awareness raising and exchanging 

experiences. Plantum, for example, regularly writes 

about corporate social responsibility in its newsletter, 

has developed some information material and had an 

information meeting for its members on prevention 

of child labour and living wages. During this meet-

ing, visions of these topics were shared by the govern-

ment and ngos. Also, experiences on the prevention 

of child labour and the payment of living wages in 

practice, within and without the sector, were shared. 

Future activities

Future activities of seed associations probably will be 

focused on further awareness raising, and possible 

collaborative projects on the topic. Even though the 

contributions of the individual companies to prevent 

child labour and, to a lesser extent, to the payment 

of minimum wages and/or living wages are very 

positive, in some cases it is required that collaborative 

actions take place to make a next step. This requires 

huge commitment which is challenging if at all pos-

sible for a sector as a whole with companies of differ-

ent size, from different countries. Also collaborative 

action may not be sufficient without commitment of 

local seed companies, and legal enforcement by local 

governments.

As more and more policies, guidance documents, 

rules and regulations on corporate social responsibil-

ity are developed nationally and internationally, the 

seed associations may become more involved in ad-

vocacy on the topics and also in informing members 

of the consequences of those. Currently, for example, 

the Netherlands is finalizing the implementation 

rules of a law on due diligence obligations to prevent 

child labour. Plantum, together with the Chamber of 

Commerce, is following this process and is keeping 

the members informed.

Seed companies not only support the 

education of children, but also school 

buildings, class furniture, pure cold 

water and vegetable gardens
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Remedies for Indian 

Seed Workers in sight? 

India Committee of the 

Netherlands and Stop 

Child labour, November 

2018

Soiled seeds. 

Child Labour and 

Underpayment of 

Women in Vegetable 

Seed Production in 

India. India Committee 

of the Netherlands and 

stop child labour, July 
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https://www.

cropscience.bayer.in/

Social-Commitment/

Rural-Development/

Child-Care-Program.

aspx

https://english.rvo.

nl/sites/default/

files/2020/02/Les-

sons%20learned%20

and%20practical%20

steps.pdf

https://www.fairlabor.

org/sites/default/files/

documents/reports/

seeds_of_change_re-

port-final_0.pdf

https://www.fairlabor.

org/affiliate/syngenta


