St. Louis Post-Dispatch – Tuesday, June 26, 2001

IN THE NEWS:  CHOCOLATE INDUSTRY

In Ivory Coast, some cocoa farmers buy boys from traders and have them work as slaves to harvest the beans that are used in making chocolate for the world.  The country’s beans are among the world’s best, and all the major chocolate companies, including Archer Daniels Midland of Illinois, buy them.  Companies that make chocolate say they are trying to find out if the beans they buy come from farms using slaves.

It may be the 21st century, but

slavery is still a reality in Ivory Coast.

Farmers force the boys they own to carry 50-pound bags of cocoa beans, often as far as a mile.  The unlucky ones are whipped, beaten and broken like horses to harvest the beans that are made into chocolate treats for more fortunate children in Europe and America.


By Sudarsan Raghavban, Sumana Chatterjee and Tish Wells – Knight Ridder Newspapers

DALOA, Ivory Coast – there may be a hidden ingredient in the chocolate cake you baked or the candy bars your children sold for their school fund-raiser.

Slave labor.

Forty-three percent of the world’s cocoa beans, the raw material in chocolate, come from small farms in this poor West African country.  And on some of he farms, the hot, hard work of clearing the fields and harvesting the fruit is done by boys who were sold or tricked into slavery.  Most of them are from 12 to 16.  Some are as young as 9.

These children and teen-agers carry 50-pound bags of cocoa beans that are as tall as they are, often as far as a mile.  They go shirtless in the tropical heat, and sometimes the rough jute bags scrape holes in the skin of their shoulders.

The lucky slaves live on corn paste and bananas.  The unlucky ones are whipped, beaten and broken like horses to harvest the beans that are made into chocolate treats for more fortunate children in Europe and America.

Siaka Traure and Brahima Male went to the little bus station in Sikasso, Mali, two years ago, looking for work.  Siaka (pronounced See-AH-ka), who was 14, two years older than Brahima, packed his best olive green shirt because he expected to have “a good time” in Ivory Coast.

Slave traders hang around the bus station, looking for children who appear lost or hungry.  One of them told Siaka and Brahima (Bruh-HEE-muh) that his “big brother” in Ivory Coast would pay them each $170 a year to be welders or construction workers.  He offered to take them there for free.

Instead of a good time, a farmer named Dote Coulibaly was waiting.  He needed two boys to work on his farm, and he bought Brahima and Siaka for $28 each, he said.

Cocoa beans come from pods on the cacao tree.  To get the 400 or so beans it takes to make a pound of chocolate, the boys cut 10 pods from the trees, slice them open, scoop out the beans, spread them in baskets or on mats, and cover them to ferment.  Then they uncover the beans, put them in the sun to dry, bag them and load them onto trucks to begin the journey to America or Europe.

Most of the boys don’t know what cocoa beans taste like after they’ve been made into chocolate.   That happens far from the farms where they work, in places such as Hershey, PA; Milwaukee; and San Francisco.

Americans spend $13 billion a year on chocolate, but most of them are as ignorant of where it comes from as the boys who harvest cocoa beans are about where their beans go.

Ivory Coast cocoa beans are prized for their quality and abundance, and America’s biggest cocoa processors use them.  The largest U.S. processor is ADM Cocoa in Milwaukee, a subsidiary of Decatur, Ill.-based Archer Daniels Midland.  It is followed by Barry Callebaut, based in Zurich, Switzerland; Cargill in Minneapolis; and Nestle USA of Glendale, Calif., a subsidiary of the Swiss food giant.

Cocoa company officials say they buy their beans from middlemen and don’t know if slaves pick any of the Ivory coast beans they buy, although some say they will step up their efforts to find out.

In a statement, the Chocolate Manufacturers Association trade group outside Washington said it strongly condemned “these practices wherever they may occur,” and in June, the association agreed to finance a survey of child labor practices on Ivory Coast cocoa farms.

The State Department’s human rights report last year concluded that about 15,000 children from the ages of 9 to 12 have been sold into forced labor on the cotton, coffee, and cocoa farms in northern Ivory Coast in recent years.

Child trafficking experts say inadequate legislation, ignorance of the law, poor law enforcement, porous borders, police corruption and a shortage of resources help keep slavery alive in the 21st century.

Only 12 convicted slave traders are serving time in Ivory Coast prisons.  Eight others, convicted in absentia, are being sought.

Ivory Coast officials blame immigrant farmers from Mali and world cocoa prices that have fallen from 67 cents a pound in 1996 to 51 cents, forcing poor farmers to use the cheapest labor they can find.

Siaka and Brahima have been working on Coulibaly’s farm near Daloa, Ivory Coast’s cocoa growing center, for two years without pay.  When Siaka tried to run away last year Coulibaly beat him, Siaka said.

“He tied me behind my back with rope and beat me with a piece of wood,” the boy said.

Coulibaly (COO-lee-baa-lee) denied beating Siaka.  But he didn’t apologize for intimidating and bullying the boys.

“If I let them go, I’m losing money, because I spent money for them,” he explained.

He told the boys he intends to pay them, but falling cocoa prices and unexpected expenses keep getting in the way.  Maybe at the end of this year, he said.

Until then, at least, Siaka and Brahima are slaves.  They never venture far from Coulibaly’s farm.

“Daloa is Paris to us,” said Brahima, sitting beside a big red termite hill and watching Siaka work in his best olive green shirt, which is not in tatters.

How slave-grown cocoa gets into chocolate


Cocoa grown and harvested by slave boys in Ivory Coast makes its way into the chocolate products sold in the United States and other industrialized countries.


Mali – Boys are lured into slavery with promise of money; sold to slave brokers.


Ivory Coast – Brokers sell boys to cocoa farmers; U.S. estimates 15,000 slaves working on cocoa, coffee and cotton farms.


Cocoa shipped to U.S., Europe, etc. – 50% of all cocoa shipped to the U.S. is unloaded in Philadelphia


Chocolate is made using Ivory Coast cocoa





The U.S., imported 627,000 tons of cocoa from cocoa-growing countries in 2000. Ivory Coast supplied 43%





Cocoa is used in candy, baked goods, cereals, drinks, baking mixes, frostings, ice cream, etc.
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