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For the first 
time in a 
decade, 
child labour 
is on the 
increase, 
severely 
threatening 
the realization 
of the SDGs.

Of the estimated 160 million child labourers in the world in 2020, 
70 percent are engaged in agriculture, forestry, 
fisheries and aquaculture, most in family operations, and 
there will be no elimination of child labour if small-scale farmers 
and fishers are not mobilized and supported.

Agricultural work is often an entry point into child labour, and 
children working in agriculture are generally 
very young. Agriculture accounts for 76.6 percent of all 
child labour in the age group 5-11 years and for 75.8 percent 
in the age group 12-14 years.

Young people between 15 and 17 years of age are particularly 
vulnerable to hazardous work, though they may legally join 
the work force in non-hazardous work. Stepping up the 
protection of young workers in agriculture must 
be an urgent priority if the world is to realize the Sustainable 
Development target 8.7.

For younger children below the age of 14 to 15 years, ensuring 
that alternatives to child labour are in place for the children 
and their families is essential. This includes first and foremost 
ensuring that all children, including children in 
remote rural areas and children on the move, have 
access to free, good quality compulsory education.

©
P

ep
 B

on
et

/N
O

O
R

©
FA

O
/T

ho
ny

 B
el

iz
ai

re

©
FA

O
/S

ha
h 

M
ar

ai

©
FA

O
/S

te
fa

ni
e 

G
lin

sk
i

i v



v

Integrated value chain development projects 
have significant potential for contributing to the 
prevention and elimination of child labour through 
good quality agricultural and rural development investments, but if they do 
not include child labour safeguards, they may inadvertently underpin child 
labour in target communities.

Child labour is a poverty issue and it undermines sustainable food systems. 
Poverty eradication and food security are therefore 
essential to eliminating child labour. Hence, more and 
better agricultural investments are needed to eliminate child labour in 
agriculture and to ensure sustainable agri-food systems simultaneously.  

Safeguards will depend on context, and different 
communities may need different 
types of support, but in all cases, having 
appropriate alternatives to child labour (such as 
education and alternative incomes) is a starting point. 

Investments are not child labour 
neutral and agricultural investments must, at a 
minimum, include child labour risk assessments to 
ensure that programmes are not child labour blind and 
that appropriate safeguards can be put in place.
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What is at stake?  

It is thus quite clear that reaching the 
SDGs, which are intrinsically interlinked, 
will require significantly more investments 
in agriculture, beyond SDG 2. Achieving 
sustainable benefits for all, however, 
requires not only increasing the volume 
of investments, but also their quality. The 
investments must be inclusive, responsible 
and more comprehensive, addressing 
economic, social and environmental risks 
under multiple SDGs through rigorous risk 
assessment tools and safeguard policies 
and measures.

The Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations (FAO) has estimated 
that achieving Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) 2 on zero hunger alone 
would require mobilizing an additional 
USD 265 billion per year in investments 
(FAO, IFAD and WFP, 2015). The effects 
of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 
are estimated to have increased this gap 
even further. As a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic, FAO estimates that additional 
public investments of USD 39-50 billion per 
annum will be needed to achieve SDG 2 by 
2030 (von Braun et al., 2020).
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Poverty reduction and improved food security 
through agricultural investments can 
contribute significantly to the elimination of 
child labour, while conversely child labour 
can undermine agricultural development 
and perpetuate intergenerational poverty. 
Achieving SDG 1, SDG 2 and SDG 8 therefore 
go hand in hand and the international 
financial institutions (IFI) and development 
banks have a key role to play in this regard. 

In practice, it is essential to assess the 
potential impact of agricultural investments 
on child labour and to put in place 
safeguards, both prevention and mitigation 
measures, to contribute significantly to 
improving lives and livelihoods in rural areas 
and achieving the SDGs. 

In the present paper, the strategies available 
to integrate child labour safeguards3 into 
agricultural investment programmes4 are 
explored, starting with a brief description of 
the main underlying drivers of child labour 
in agriculture.

3 For the purposes of the present paper, a child labour 
safeguard is any step or measure taken within the 
context of an agricultural investment programme to 
prevent child labour, to protect children and young 
workers from child labour and to remedy the situation if 
child labour occurs. This means that safeguards are not 
only those measures that are put in place to prevent, 
protect and remedy within programme activities 
themselves, but also the wider child labour prevention 
measures, to contribute to an enabling environment, 
that the programme supports.

4 In the present paper, agricultural investments and 
agricultural investment programmes refer not only 
to investments in farming operations, but also to 
investments in other nodes of agriculturally based 
supply chains and agri-food systems, as well as to wider 
investments, such as those in rural infrastructure and 
in policies and legal frameworks, that underpin the 
development of agri-food systems and supply chains.

Globally, just under 55 percent of the 
world’s population (15 years of age and 
older) are working, while 27 percent 
of the world’s population are working 
specifically in agriculture. This percentage 
should be interpreted with caution as 
agriculture still represents the main 
sector of employment with a 60 percent 
rate in several countries such as Angola, 
Bhutan, Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (World Bank, 2021). Hence, decent 
work in agriculture is a prerequisite for 
achieving SDG 8 on sustainable economic 
growth and decent work. SDG target 
8.7 on the elimination of forced labour 
and child labour1 is of crucial importance 
for agriculture; the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) has estimated that the 
costs of eliminating child labour globally 
would amount to USD 760 billion, but that 
the benefits to developing and transitional 
economies alone would be nearly seven 
times higher at USD 5.1 trillion (ILO, 2004).2

1 For the purposes of the present paper, child labour is 
defined in line with the ILO Minimum Age Convention, 
1973 (No. 138) as work that is likely to harm the health, 
safety and morals of children or work that prevents 
children from attending compulsory education. The 
paper uses 14/15 years as the general minimum age 
for full-time employment, provided the young worker 
has completed compulsory basic education and the 
work is non-hazardous, in line with Convention No. 
138. It is also recognized in the present paper that 
children can perform non-hazardous, light work for a 
limited number of hours alongside attending education 
from the age of 12/13 years. Child labour is different 
from work as part of socialization, which refers to 
children assisting with age-appropriate tasks in a 
safe environment outside their education and thereby 
learning skills and responsibilities.

2 While the actual estimates from 2004 might be 
outdated, the benefits of eliminating child labour are 
still likely to far outweigh the costs.
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The challenges

The global estimates on child labour 
indicate that 70 percent of all child 
labour takes place in agriculture (ILO 
and UNICEF, 2021).5 Of all child labourers 
in the sector, 43 percent are involved 
in hazardous work, meaning their health 
and safety are at immediate risk. Hazardous 
work is a particular concern for young 

5 Agriculture in the context of child labour refers 
to agriculture, forestry, aquaculture and fisheries 
operations, as well as the post-harvest handling and 
marketing of produce.

people between the ages of 15 and 17 years.6 
There is little difference in the proportion of 
child labour in agriculture relative to other 
sectors across time. Even if the overall child 
labour prevalence increased between 2016 
and 2020, driven mostly by an increase 
in child labour in sub-Saharan Africa, the 
proportion of child labour in agriculture 
remains stable at about 70 percent. 

6 For more information on young workers and hazardous 
work, see the background paper on youth employment 
and child labour in agriculture in the present series.
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transportation and marketing of produce, 
child labour in agriculture takes place 
mainly in family-run operations, including 
family farms, where children are engaged 
mostly in low-skill, labour intensive 
agricultural tasks and in domestic chores.

Child labour in agriculture is driven by 
multiple root causes and drivers, including 
but not limited to, the push and pull 
factors discussed below.

Most child labourers are boys – there are 
34 million more boys than girls in child 
labour globally – and boys tend to do more 
hazardous work in agricultural operations. 
However, when the more invisible forms 
of child labour are taken into account, 
especially domestic chores, which are 
more often assigned to girls, this picture 
changes somewhat. According to the 
2021 global estimates on child labour, 
the involvement of girls is more visible 
if domestic chores are included (ILO and 
UNICEF, 2021). This also illustrates how 
the division between girls’ productive 
work in agricultural operations and their 
reproductive household work, which 
underpins production, is blurred while it is 
critically important to address (FAO, 2020). 

While child labour also occurs on 
plantations and in the processing, 
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The challenges

Push factors are those factors that push 
children into child labour at the expense of 
their health, development and education. 
Multidimensional poverty is a key root 
cause of child labour in rural areas. 
Poverty in rural families may manifest 
itself as chronic income poverty but 
may also encompass other dimensions, 
such as a lack of access to social services 
(such as health services and education), 
poor infrastructure (such as the water 

supply), or limited access to markets, 
financial services and business and job 
opportunities. Of particular concern in 
agricultural families is poverty caused by 
vulnerability to economic shocks, such as 
drought or flooding, causing rural families 
to lose their livelihoods and descend into 
poverty. This vulnerability is of particular 
concern in the light of climate change and 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. 

The COVID-19 pandemic 
is expected to impact  
not only employment  
and poverty levels 
overall, but also the 
global child labour rate 
through a combination  
of factors, such as 
declining remittances, 
increasing informality 
and school closures.

 (ILO and UNICEF, 2020) 

When discussing poverty as a root cause 
of child labour, it is important to bear in 
mind that child labour also causes poverty, 
often across generations, by depriving 
children of their health and education 
and limiting their options when they 
grow up. As such, poverty and child labour 
interplay in a downward spiral that may 
perpetuate intergenerational poverty (Kane, 
2009, FAO 2020). It is also important to 
recognize that simply banning children 
from poverty impacted households from 
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work, without putting in place alternatives 
for the child and the family (such as 
education or alternative incomes), may 
cause a displacement effect. Where children 
are removed from work through a simple 
ban, without an appropriate education or 
training alternative and without a way for 
the family to replace the income brought 
in by the child, there is a real risk that 
the child will simply transition to other, 
sometimes more hazardous, work (Boyden 
and Myers, 1995).

Social norms and narratives and limited 
awareness on what constitutes child 
labour can “normalize” child labour. 
This may underpin detrimental coping 
strategies when economic shocks strike 
or justify keeping children out of school 
to work as a “way of life”. Social norms 
and narratives may affect certain groups 
of children in particular (such as migrant 
workers’ children or children from ethnic 
minorities), increasing their vulnerability 
to child labour. Social norms and narratives 
also shape the gendering of child labour, 
by assigning particular tasks, such as 
domestic chores, to girls and other tasks, 
such as cattle herding, to boys. Often, 
lines between girls’ productive work and 
their reproductive work (namely, domestic 
chores) are blurred. For example, girls are 
often tasked with fetching water, which 
can be time demanding, heavy and limit 
school attendance. While much of the water 
that children fetch will go into household 
use (such as drinking water, and water for 
washing and cleaning), the collected water 
may also be used for watering livestock 
and crops, and it is often difficult to 
discern exactly what the collected water is 
used for (ILO, 2012, Mugumya et al., 2017; 
FAO, 2020). When undertaking domestic 

chores, girls often supplement or replace 
adult women who spend their time in 
productive work (such as, working in the 
fields, processing food and selling produce). 
Hence, increasing women’s productive work 
may lead to a displacement effect, causing 
girls to drop out of school to perform 
reproductive work full time. This is often 
unrecognized and invisible (FAO, 2020).

Governance gaps, including unclear 
or inadequate legislation and limited 
inspection and enforcement capacity, make 
compliance difficult, thus allowing child 
labour to thrive. Limited capacity to address 
child labour may take on multiple forms, 
such as a lack of understanding of what 
constitutes child labour or limited physical 
infrastructure and resources for inspection 
and outreach. These governance gaps are 
exacerbated where corruption creates an 
environment of impunity (FAO, 2020).

Pull factors create a demand for child 
labourers in agriculture. They include 
labour shortages that cause farmers to rely 
heavily on the labour of family members, 
including children. Labour shortages are 
heavily associated with seasonal labour 
demands, such as during harvest. Pulling 
in children may cut costs for hired labour 
and/or fill gaps where the workload is 
greater than the capacity of the adult 
labour force. It is important to stress that 
labour shortages are not only related to 
agricultural work but also to domestic 
chores. Often (girl) children work long 
hours cooking, cleaning, and fetching water 
and firewood, among others, at the expense 
of education to free up time for adult 
women in the household to work in the 
fields, carry out post-harvest processing 
and so forth (FAO, 2020).
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Farming production systems may also 
be a significant pull factor, such as when 
contract farming is used. Contract farming 
is strongly correlated with child labour as 
contract farmers tend to rely on family 
members to fulfil quotas. Similarly, piece 
rate systems in plantation agriculture 
may increase demand for child labour as 
farm workers bring in family members 
to increase output and, hence, income 
(FAO, 2020). Farming production 
systems also plays a particular role in the 
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proliferation of hazardous child labour 
in agriculture. The widespread use of 
hazardous agro-chemicals, the continued 
use of unsafe farming practices and the 
uneven distribution of tasks within farming 
households means that some children – 
especially boys – are extremely vulnerable 
to hazardous work through exposure to 
toxic substances, unsafe equipment, heavy 
loads and extremely long working hours, 
and so forth (FAO, 2020).
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A national action 
plan on child labour 
may be a vehicle for 
cross-sector integration 
to prevent and 
eliminate child labour.
(ILO, 2017)
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Opportunities

Development interventions that focus 
on promoting safe and sustainable 
agricultural production and food 
processing practices have a key role to play 
in eliminating child labour in the sector. 
However, while necessary, agricultural 
development alone is not sufficient to 
eliminate child labour in agriculture. 
Investment programmes and policies must 
combine efforts to systematically address 
both the contextual push factors and 
the pull factors that drive child labour in 
agriculture in order to meet the SDGs more 
comprehensively. Strategies to integrate 
child labour considerations into agricultural 
investments are discussed below.

Alongside  the important sources of 
investments that are IFI and development 
banks, FAO has identified three key 
stakeholder groups that each need to 
play a role in supporting responsible 
investments in agriculture: (a) government 
representatives including policymakers; 
(b) small-scale producers and civil society 
organizations; and (c) the private sector. 
Each of these stakeholder groups plays a 
role in ensuring sustainable agriculture 
and responsible investments and they 
must all be included in the development 
of policy frameworks and investment 
strategies (FAO, 2017). This involvement 
will underpin the implementation of 
comprehensive agricultural development 
efforts and it entails activities such as 
linking policy priorities across sectors, 

in order to ensure that efforts to increase 
agricultural productivity and lower the 
demand for children’s labour are coupled 
with education sector initiatives to improve 
access to quality education and training in 
rural areas. A national action plan on child 
labour may be a vehicle for cross-sector 
integration to prevent and eliminate child 
labour (ILO, 2017) and national action plans 
may inform the wider agricultural policy 
dialogue and the planning of agricultural 
investment programmes.

Agricultural investments are not neutral. 
They may have both positive and negative, 
and direct and indirect impacts on 
child labour. For example, investment 
programmes may cause unforeseen 
displacement effects when women become 
more economically active or children are 
banned from employment. Conversely, 
investments in new technologies may 
increase productivity and lower the 
demand for child labour (FAO, 2020).7 It is 
difficult, however, to predict the effects of 
agricultural investments on child labour 
as the underlying processes are highly 
complex and context specific. Therefore, 
a systematic and continual assessment of 
child labour risks and the identification 

7 For an example of improved productivity, see the 
case study “FTT-Thiaroye Ovens in Côte d’Ivoire: 
transforming lives through simple technology” 
discussed in the background paper on child labour in 
aquatic food in the present series.
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of safeguards during project planning 
and implementation can contribute to 
developing comprehensive approaches 
that include child labour prevention and 
mitigation measures within the project 
framework. The Integrated Cocoa Value 
Chain project (see the project description 
in box 1) is an example of a comprehensive 
approach to assessing and tackling child 
labour within the context of agricultural 
investments. The preparation of that 
project included a systematic assessment 
of the child labour situation in cocoa 
growing and included measures to address 
the child labour situation in the project 
activities (World Bank, 2019).

Understanding the underlying push 
and pull factors and assessing the risks 
of child labour also allow agricultural 
investment programmes to tailor 
measures to target high-risk groups, 
such as young people, or high-risk 
areas, such as geographic locations with 
a high prevalence of contract farming. 
In Senegal, the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development (IFAD) is 
supporting a young “agri-preneurs” 
project, which targets young people from 
the age of 15 years, providing them with 
training opportunities and access to 
finance, business development services 
and so forth (IFAD, 2019) While that 
project is not a child labour project per 
se, the targeting of young workers by 
providing support for training and decent 
work opportunities, is an example of how 
agricultural investment programmes may 
contribute to the elimination of child 
labour. If the planning for that project 
had included an explicit child labour risk 
assessment, other activities to safeguard 

against child labour, such as awareness-
raising on hazardous work, may have 
been included and strengthened the 
response even further. Risk assessments 
are discussed in more detail below. Box 
2 below, on an IFAD project to support 
rural youth vocational training and 
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entrepreneurship, provides an example of 
how outreach and awareness-raising on 
including and protecting boys and girls aged 
15–17 years was integrated in a wider project 
framework. 

To integrate child labour safeguards 
adequately into agricultural investment 
programmes, it is necessary to undertake 
risk assessments. Such assessments can 
be carried out against risk indicators that 
are based on the extensive knowledge of 
the drivers and root causes that push and 
pull children in or out of education and 
into labour that may harm their health 

and safety. Risk assessments are required 
to adequately put in place child labour 
prevention and mitigation measures 
relevant to the target communities, such 
as those discussed above. They need to be 
carried out at the project planning stage 
and would be greatly aided by a conducive 
policy and legal framework in which the 
elimination of child labour is recognized 
as a national priority. Moreover, child 
labour risks, as well as the progression 
and impact of the safeguards, need to be 
monitored during the implementation of 
the programme on a continual basis. This 
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would prevent safeguard measures from 
falling by the wayside. It would also allow 
programme implementers (governments, 
farmers and others) to respond to changes 
in the circumstances of programme 
(such as policy changes) to mitigate any 
potential adverse impacts and/or to take 
advantage of opportunities to prevent 
and mitigate the risk of child labour in 
programme areas (see also the discussion 
on child labour monitoring below) and, 
most crucially, enhance the preventive 
capacity of programmes to guard against 
the displacement of child labour from one 
programme or sector targeted by a specific 
intervention into a less visible and possibly 
more harmful sphere of work.

Ensuring that children and young people 
have access to appropriate alternatives 
to child labour is essential. For younger 
children, the primary alternative to 
child labour is always good quality basic 
education. For older children, between 
the ages of 15 and 17 years, appropriate 
alternatives may also include protection 
from hazardous work and access to non-
formal education or vocational education 
and training (ILO, 2013).8 An IFAD project 
being implemented in Mali, described 
below, demonstrates how young people 
between the ages of 15 and 17 years in rural 
areas can be supported to access vocational 
training (see Box 2) (ILO, 2021).

Promoting stable livelihoods is essential to 
eliminating child labour that is driven by 
multidimensional poverty. 

8 For further information, see the background paper on 
youth employment and child labour in the present series.

Agricultural investment 
programmes are a key 
tool to reducing poverty 
and increasing resilience 
to economic shocks – for 
example, through crop 
and livestock insurance 
and social protection in 
rural areas.

 (World Bank, 2016; FAO, 2020). 

While there is little evidence on the impact 
of insurance schemes on child labour, social 
protection measures, and in particular 
cash transfer programs, have proven to 
be effective in some cases in reducing 
adults’ dependence on children’s income 
in times of economic shock and more 
generally (FAO, 2020). For example, the 
Bank-Netherlands Partnership Program 
supported the Government of Nicaragua 
in introducing a conditional cash transfer 
scheme, which included a general wealth 
grant for families with school children plus 
a vocational training grant for one young 
family member. Evaluations have shown a 
clear reduction in child labour rates in the 
target population. 

The general wealth grant led to fewer hours 
of work and higher school attendance, 
especially for boys who had been lagging 
behind in school due to a high workload in 
farming. There was less impact on girls, 
who mostly engaged in unremunerated 
domestic chores. Nevertheless, in general 
terms, the scheme led to an overall 
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As domestic chores constitute unpaid work, 
there is no income brought in by a child 
engaged in domestic chores and, as such, 
the additional funds from a grant would 
not be compensating for lost income. In 
fact, the added financial resources from 
the grants may be invested in (agricultural) 
activities, leading to higher demands on 
family labour, thereby increasing the risk 
that girls would replace their mothers in 
carrying out domestic chores (FAO, 2020). 

As this example illustrates, cash transfer 
schemes need to include a comprehensive 
gender strategy to adequately address 
gender roles in child labour, through proper 
messaging, such as awareness-raising and 
by addressing gender inequality in invisible, 
reproductive work. This may entail, 
among other things, promoting time- and 
labour-saving technologies in domestic 
chores, alongside development agricultural 
production techniques.  
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reduction in child labour in the households 
that had received grants compared to other 
households. In addition, the evaluation 
registered a shift from work at an early age 
to skills development with less children at 
work and more children developing their 
skills and/or being at school. Families used 
the grant to steer a young family member 
into retail or other jobs that required 
literacy, numeracy and interpersonal skills. 

The conditional cash transfer scheme in 
Nicaragua illustrates the importance of 
social protection in reducing child labour. 
This specific case also illustrates, however, 
that social protection on its own might not 
be sufficient. Access to services, especially 
education, needs to be combined with 
cash transfers, and such schemes linked 
to education may be more effective than 
other grants. Importantly, the influx of 
cash through these schemes should be 
accompanied by proper messaging to induce 
the desired behaviour changes. Inadequate 
or not sufficient messaging may have 
caused the failure in tackling excessive 
family workloads, as evidenced by the lower 
impact on reducing child labour for girls, 
who mostly engaged in domestic chores 
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An equally important strategy is to 
create an enabling environment that 
supports stable livelihoods and resilience 
to economic shocks by putting in place 
an appropriate policy environment and 
service delivery. This may entail combining 
multiple strategies that are often included 
in rural and agricultural development 
investments, such as rural infrastructure 
development and social service provision, 
which increase access to markets, 
information and so forth. Ensuring that 
people in remote, underserviced rural 
areas have access to the Internet, roads, 
water and sanitation, health care and other 
services is an essential part of addressing 
the multidimensional poverty underlying 
child labour and hazardous and precarious 
work by young people in agriculture. 
As discussed above, combining wider 
investments in poverty reduction and 
economic resilience must go hand in hand 
with educational opportunities and often 
with awareness-raising in order to have 
a sustained impact on child labour and to 
prevent displacement effects. Putting in 
place the right policy mix is essential in 
this respect (ILO et al., 2019; OECD, 2018) 
as it underpins comprehensive investment 
programmes. The Cocoa Integrated Value 
Chain Development Project, described 
in box 1, is an example of a project that 
integrates poverty reduction measures, 
supply chain development, awareness-
raising and the promotion of education.

Thus, reducing the demand for children’s 
income through poverty eradication is 
critically important. However, because 
children also work to fill labour supply 
gaps, reducing the demand for children’s 
labour can significantly contribute to child 

labour elimination. Reducing the demand 
for children’s labour will require long-term 
changes to supply chain structures and 
business models in both global and local 
supply chains. In the more immediate term, 
improving techniques and technologies 
(including digital technologies) in 
agricultural production and food processing 
could significantly reduce the need for 
children’s labour while also promoting 
more sustainable agricultural practices 
(FAO and AFRACA, 2020).

FAO has promoted conservation agriculture 
in Africa since 1998. In Kenya and the United 
Republic of Tanzania, FAO, through the 
reduced tillage conservation agriculture 
project, sought to promote more sustainable 
agricultural production by introducing new 
agricultural practices and methods, primarily 
reduced tillage. Training and providing 
information to farmers on improved 
agricultural practices was delivered through 
farmer field schools. Through the project, 
information was delivered not only on 
farming practices, but also on issues such 
as HIV/AIDS and child labour, including on 
protecting young workers from hazards. The 
project resulted in an estimated 50 percent 
reduction in labour demand between the 
stages of clearing and of harvesting, for all 
those involved in agricultural work (all those 
involved in agricultural work – children, 
young workers and adults). The project also 
registered a lower demand for children’s 
labour in operations traditionally done by 
children (such as weeding and fetching 
water). Hence, the efforts to improve 
productivity and sustainability and to lower 
labour demands had a direct impact on the 
propensity to use child labour in the target 
farming families, possibly also spurred by 
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International financial institutions have in 
place social and environmental safeguarding 
mechanisms based on which the integration 
of child labour safeguards in investment 
projects can be set in motion (see, for 
example, World Bank, 2016). However, 
defining the activities and monitoring the 
targets and mechanisms to eliminate child 
labour may require capacity development 
for the investment project stakeholders, 
namely governments, small-scale farmers, 
civil society organizations and the private 
sector, as well as international financial 
institution staff. Increased child labour 
monitoring within agricultural investment 
programmes would not only allow for 
more flexible project management with 
better integrated child labour safeguards, 
but it could also contribute to the general 
strengthening of the knowledge base on 
child labour in agriculture.
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the systematic inclusion of information on 
child labour and on farming practices in the 
farmer field schools. In addition, it should 
be noted that the project led to an improved 
nutrition status among the beneficiaries, 
which has a potential positive impact on 
learning (FAO, 2012).

In order to reach agricultural producers 
with information on sustainable 
agricultural practices and child labour in 
a combination package, it is necessary 
to mobilize the systems and actors 
that agricultural producers trust, such 
as agricultural extension systems. The 
farmer field schools have also proven to 
be a useful avenue for reaching farmers 
with information and supporting changed 
practices in, for example, pastoralist 
communities (FAO, 2013).

The inclusion of child 
labour monitoring in 
the project monitoring 
framework is essential to 
ensure that safeguards 
are not just planned 
but also implemented 
and that they reduce 
children’s vulnerability 
to child labour in the 
target communities. 

(FAO, 2015)
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Combining wider 
investments in 
poverty reduction and 
economic resilience 
must go hand in hand 
with educational 
opportunities.
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There are multiple tools available online that 
explain what employers can do to prevent and 
mitigate child labour in their operations, how 
policymakers can ensure that child labour 
in agriculture is adequately reflected in legal 
frameworks and which policy mix would help 
to prevent child labour (see, for example, the 
FAO e-learning Academy courses on child 
labour). In addition, the integration of child 
labour into investment programmes would 
be greatly aided by training opportunities, 
developing risk indicator sets, and collating 
lessons learned and good practices from 
existing integrated investment programmes. 
Lastly, the experiences from comprehensive, 
integrated investment programmes can 
inform policy development, and agricultural 
investment stakeholders may play a key role 
in advocating for and raising awareness on 
responsible investment practices by using 
these experiences (FAO, 2017).

To sum up, multiple and varied strategies 
can be pursued in agricultural investment 
programmes to address child labour in 
agriculture. Interventions need not be alien 
or far from the more traditional approaches to 
rural and agricultural development, and they 
may target the elimination of child labour and 
other goals, such as sustainable agricultural 
production and food security, simultaneously. 
However, it is not sufficient to rely on poverty 
reduction alone to eliminate child labour. 
Child labour needs to be recognized and 
explicitly dealt with in agricultural investment 
programmes if the programmes are to have an 
impact on child labour and if investors wish 
to limit the risk of inadvertently supporting 
child labour practices. 

https://elearning.fao.org/course/view.php?id=507
https://elearning.fao.org/course/view.php?id=507
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Box 1: World Bank Integrated Cocoa Value Chain Project, Ghana and Cote d’Ivoire

The Integrated Cocoa Value Chain Project,9 
builds on existing and past efforts to improve the 
cocoa value chains in Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire. 
The project is aligned with the forthcoming 
national development plan through the 
alignment of project objectives with the national 
development plan. Although COVID-19 has made 
the consultation process challenging, the project 
has been developed through close engagement 
and consultation with networks of diverse 
stakeholder groups (e.g. government, private 
sector, civil society, international partners, etc.).

The overall aim of the project is to support 
government and private sector actors to ensure 
long term sustainability of the cocoa sector. The 
project is an agricultural development initiative, 
focusing on environmentally sustainable farming 
practices, productivity, and supply chain 
development and so on, to improve and sustain 
cocoa-dependent livelihoods, especially among 
low-income, small-scale farmers. The project 
integrates social safeguards in its design, based 
on an array of complementary risk assessments 
carried out as an integral element of a broad 
and systematic social and environmental risk 
management due diligence for the project.

Child labour is identified as a key risk in the 
project and interventions include sub-projects 
to address the Worst Forms of Child Labour 
(WFCL), and to support skills training for young 

farmers and cocoa-farmers’ children. Confirming 
to requirements under the World Bank’s new 
Environmental and Social Framework Standard 
2 on Labour and Working Conditions, the project 
also includes a grievance redress mechanism 
to be established and institutionalised within 
the project as an additional mechanism to drive 
accountability and rights issues.  The sub-
projects aimed at tackling child labour are not 
an “add-on”, but an integral element of Project 
Component 1: Improving cocoa productivity and 
production sustainability along with, for example, 
rural infrastructure (roads, electricity and water) 
and initiatives aimed at improved agricultural 
practices (such as the replacement of old or 
decease-impacted cocoa trees and promoting 
agro-forestry). 

Integrating interventions that target the 
elimination of child labour into the core of the 
project enables a comprehensive approach to 
tackle the root causes of child labour. It also 
enables monitoring project impact on child 
labour along with monitoring supply chain 
developments, and agricultural productivity and 
sustainability. Importantly, the integration of 
child labour issues in the investment programme 
is underpinned by a strong focus on data and 
evidence collection, analysis and use. This 
focus on improved information management and 
monitoring will allow for continuous monitoring 
of the child labour risks and implementation and 
adjustment to safeguards in an effective manner.

Source: World Bank, 2019

9 At the time of drafting this paper, the Integrated 
Cocoa Value Chain Project is to be presented to the 
World Bank Board for approval.
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Box 2: IFAD Rural Youth Vocational Training, Employment and Entrepreneurship 
Support (FIER) Project, Mali

IFAD, with the Government of Mali, initiated the 
FIER project in 2014. The project specifically 
targets young people and recognizes that young 
people are not necessarily a homogenous group. 
Therefore, the project has divided its target 
group into four: 15–17-year-old boys; 15-17 years 
old girls; 18-40 years old men and 18-40 year old 
women. A previous assessment put in evidence 
two aspects regarding child labour: (i) there is 
lack of value placed in education by families 
combined with the lack of relevant vocational 
training opportunities in the agriculture sector 
represented important drivers of child labour in 
agriculture; (ii) the age cohort 15-17 is still found 
performing hazardous tasks in agriculture. 

This grouping of the targeted youth allows for 
age and gender appropriate strategies and 
for addressing the challenge of school-to-
work transition which is key for child labour 
elimination. All youth, regardless of age and 
gender, are introduced to a range of possible 
options for employment or self-employment in 
their local area. They also receive training on 
a variety of issues. At the end of the six-month 
introduction, the 15-17 years age group youth 
are presented with a range of education and 
training opportunities while the 18+ youth receive 
business support and micro credit. Younger 
trainees are not legally allowed to access 
microcredit, but some 15–17-year-old youth 
participate in group activities with older youth, 
especially those who were already engaged in 
income generating activities prior to enrolling in 
the project.

Training programmes are organized differently 
for the younger and the older age group to 
accommodate their different experiences (as 

well as other elements such as their attention 
spans and so on). The project found that splitting 
the target group according to age has been 
highly effective in creating a space for younger 
youth to participate actively as they are often 
uncomfortable speaking up in the presence of 
adults (including older youth).

The project also found that the grouping 
according to gender has been instrumental in 
ensuring that girls and women are not left out. 
Often, youth equals male in the target community 
social norms and girls’ education and training 
is not prioritized by their family as girls are 
expected to get married at an early age and 
move to their husband’s family. Therefore, the 
project has prioritized outreach and awareness 
raising with the families to change perceptions 
and priorities related to girls’ education. Family 
outreach has also proved essential to allow 
the younger girls and boys to participate in 
the project, as families tend to prioritise older 
youth for training and retain younger youth for 
agricultural work. 

Hence, the awareness-raising and outreach 
has proved essential to ensure that all youth 
are given the opportunity to participate in the 
project. This is an illustration of how contextual 
factors, such as social norms, can impact the 
implementation of a project implementation 
and its potential achievements. It also shows 
how a systematic child labour/vulnerability 
assessment has impacted the project strategy 
to ensure that 15-17 year old boys and girls are 
protected from hazardous work and allowed to 
benefit from the project.

Sources: IFAD, 2021; IFAD 2018 
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Recommendations

To achieve the SDGs, there is an urgent need for more and better investments 
in agriculture. While bridging the funding gap, it is necessary also to focus on ensuring 

appropriate social safeguards. Child labour safeguards in agricultural investment 

programmes are key to eliminating child labour and reaching SDG target 8.7 and to ensuring 

that agricultural investment programmes are not inadvertently fuelling child labour. Moreover, 

integrating child labour safeguards can contribute to agricultural programmes reaching their 

poverty reduction and food security goals, as these may be threatened by the persistence of 

child labour. It is therefore recommended that international financial institutions and private 

sector investors prioritize the integration of child labour risk assessments and safeguards in 

investment programmes. 

It is also recommended that international financial institutions support countries 

by building their capacities to design and implement integrated rural investment 
programmes that go beyond the agricultural sector alone and that ensure strong links and 

coherence with national (and subnational) policies on education, nutrition, child welfare, 

gender, rural development, poverty reduction, and others. This may entail, for example, 

advocating for and supporting rural infrastructure projects (including by bridging the digital 

divide between rural and urban areas), education sector improvement programmes and the 

expansion of social protection schemes, especially in remote rural areas. 

A conducive environment also requires a comprehensive legal framework, 

and governments need to work with other stakeholders to ensure that the ILO Minimum 

Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138) and the ILO Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999 

(No. 182) are domesticated and implemented. It is recommended that governments take steps 

to improve cross-sector coordination and communication on child labour by, for example, 

adopting national action plans.  Such an improvement would entail creating the space 

necessary for agricultural investors (including private sector investors), farmers and young 

people participating in policy dialogue, and it would provide a more conducive environment 
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Recommendations

 

for agricultural investments and development. Moreover, it is recommended that international 

financial institutions engage in policy dialogue and the implementation of comprehensive 

legal frameworks through, for example, advocacy during investment programme negotiations. 

International financial institutions, in cooperation with governments, farmers and 
young people, need to integrate strategies demonstrated to prevent and mitigate 
child labour in rural areas. Such strategies could include raising awareness on child 

labour and providing support to protect young workers and to enable access to education and 

vocational training. This is necessary to ensure that agricultural investment programmes that 

focus on poverty reduction and supply chain development, among others, do not inadvertently 

fuel child labour.

Moreover, it is recommended that international financial institutions and other 
stakeholders address agricultural and rural development and child labour 
through comprehensive integrated programmes. This action would not require 

a complete reorientation of agricultural investments; rather, it is recommended that 

international financial institutions integrate child labour risk assessments as standard 

processes when planning agricultural investment programmes, thereby allowing the 

identification of appropriate activities to safeguard against child labour in close consultation 

with the target communities and the children and young people themselves. It would also 

allow international financial institutions to include child labour in project monitoring 

frameworks to ensure the implementation of safeguards.

It is further recommended that civil society organizations and international 
organizations with expertise on child labour work with international financial 
institutions, governments and communities to develop risk assessment frameworks, 

identify and implement child labour safeguards and to build the capacity of investment 

stakeholders to understand and address child labour.
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