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I’m the odd-one-out on the platform because I’m not a Doctor, a Commissioner or an Ambassador and I
represent an organisation that is not working on tobacco control.

But I have spent time myself, and Christian is working, with small-scale tobacco farmers in several
different developing countries. They are the people who put the tobacco in the cigarettes that you and I
smoke. They have an important stake in this debate.

So in the next ten minutes I would like, as you might expect, to explode the myth that tobacco growing is
good for poor families in developing countries. But I’d also like to suggest that current trade policies – or
lack of policies – don’t make their lives any easier. In other words – don’t blame the farmers.

Christian Aid is the development agency of the British and Irish churches. We work in more than 60
countries but without a significant field presence of our own. We work by funding local organisations that
we believe are best able to understand their own communities – we work with people of all religions and
none.

One of these partner organisations is called Departimento de Estudos Socio-Economicos Rurais
(DESER), based in southern Brazil. They alerted us to the situation faced by family farmers working
under contract to transnational tobacco companies and after two years of research we jointly published
a report called Hooked on Tobacco.

Focussing on families contracted to British American Tobacco’s Brazilian subsidiary, Souza Cruz, the
report found:

- Farmers felt they received a poor deal from the companies, saying their tobacco was often
downgraded, meaning they were paid less for the crop. Some were also accruing debt year-
on-year.

- The farmers add massive value to the crop, raising the plants from seedlings, harvesting,
curing and bailing the tobacco but are forced, as a result of the poor remuneration they
receive, to engage their whole family – including children – in backbreaking and hazardous
work.

- Most disturbingly, many farmers reported suffering an annual catalogue of illness, often during
the harvest, including nausea, tremors and sleeplessness. This seems consistent with
exposure to organophosphate pesticides. One study has shown a very high suicide rate in
tobacco-producing communities.

Let me introduce two farmers to you – I’ll call them Sebastiao and Bruno, although these are not their
real names. We’ve always protected their identity because they’re in a vulnerable position and still
reliant on BAT for their livelihood (run video)…

… although Sebastiao now no longer farmers because he’s too ill. He takes a plethora of pills for
neuroses and depression. He never made a profit from farming for Souza Cruz and says that all his
years as a tobacco farmer brought him was a pile of bricks that used to be his curing barn, and a debt at
the bank.

Bruno is still working for Souza Cruz. He too is in debt and has been since he started farming because
he borrowed money from the company to build his curing barn – and essential pre-requisite of tobacco
cultivation. Bruno told us he gets sick every year he harvests and spends several days in bed with
nausea and the shakes. His father-in-law – a lifelong tobacco farmer – committed suicide in 1998.



So we’ve established that small-scale contract tobacco farmers have a difficult and dangerous life,
which is perhaps not as lucrative as tobacco companies would have us believe. But are Sebastiao and
Bruno’s problems related entirely to the cultivation of tobacco?

In part, the answer to this question is yes. Bruno probably suffers with a phenomenon known as green
tobacco sickness, which is believed to be caused by exposure to nicotine when harvesting (although
experts consulted by Christian Aid raised questions about the pesticide residues also exacerbated this).
The general problem with intensive use of pesticides in family farming is also related to growth of
tobacco. In order to grow export quality leaf, farmers must use the right prescription of pesticides.
Tobacco cultivation also leads to deforestation, because farmers have to eat into primary forest on their
land in order to fire their ovens when curing.

But the stories of Sebastiao and Bruno, and the other farmers featured in Christian Aid’s report, are also
symptomatic of the experience of many small-scale producers farming under contract for different
industries. The problems are directly related to the lack of legally-binding accountability of transnational
corporations to meet human rights and environmental standards.

Currently, the commercial health of companies is their main and overriding responsibility – they must
meet their fiduciary requirements. In the name of maximising profits, costs are passed on to farmers and
the environment and in this way tobacco farmers are no different from those operating in other sectors.

There is a further fundamental problem for poor communities, one which pushes them towards growing
commodities such as tobacco. The failure of local markets, especially for food products, means there
are often few alternatives. For farmers with a small amount of land in southern Brazil, it has proved
virtually impossible to make a living from growing food crops. So even those that attempt alternatives to
tobacco are often forced back into the arms of BAT and other companies.

Farmers are aware of the situation. They know there are moves elsewhere in the world to curb smoking
but they have few choices.

So, from the farmer’s point of view, there are two options:

First their growing conditions could be improved and Christian Aid sees this as its first responsibility in
Brazil. DESER is currently involved in negotiations with Souza Cruz to reduce pesticide use, improve
the price farmers are paid and reduce the reliance on family labour. But the most powerful
improvements for farmers would come through obliging companies to report on their impact on people
and the environment. This obligation must be backed up by toothsome international regulation.

Ultimately, though, this gets us nowhere in our efforts to control the supply of tobacco. Christian Aid
would argue that the opening up of their economies has in part precipitated the collapse in rural
economies in many developing countries where tobacco is grown.

It is difficult to defend state-run enterprises that went before and often also failed, but the market has not
brought the promised benefits. In fact all it has brought in many cases is a flood of cheap goods from
the west which are heavily subsidised by governments that can afford to underwrite whole industries.
Poor countries cannot afford to match this and nor are they permitted to in the rules of international
agreements. The same agreements have brought about a lowering of the other defence – import tariffs.

Christian Aid is campaigning in both areas. We want to see international, legally-binding regulation of
transnationals and we want also to see a new set of rules at the WTO which discriminate in favour of
development in poor communities.

In dilapidated and depressed rural economies in developing countries where the west has kicked away
the ladder, we should not be surprised if tobacco farming thrives. If we’re not prepared to put back the
ladder, the least we should do is throw down a rope.



Christian Aid welcomes efforts to include the development angle in the Framework Convention and
we’re excited by the idea that over such a critical issue, the world is prepared to try and curb the power
of transnational corporations. Let’s hope that once adopted the Framework convention becomes a
staging post on the road to legally binding and enforced global regulation. Let’s also try not to forget the
farmers whose livelihoods depend on tobacco and in whose favour the rules of global trade must be to
work if that is ever to change.


