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The Tobacco Trap: Obstacles to Trade Unionism in Malawi

Marty Otariez

Based on ethnographic data on tobacco farmworkers and trade union-
ists in Malawi, this chapter analyzes child labor and labor organizing in
Malawi’s tobacco sector. Malawi is economically reliant on tobacco grow-
ing and experiences high levels of child labor on tobacco farms. Men and
women with little or no access to land or wage work agree to contracts
with farm owners to grow and sell tobacco on land the owners provide to
them.

Black Malawians own virtually all of the country’s tobacco farms and
sell at auctions to U.S.-based leaf-buying companies that have prearranged
contracts with Philip Morris, British American Tobacco, and other global
cigarette manufacturets. Men and women send their children to the fields
instead of to school so they can cultivate enough leaf to satisfy contracts.
Children and their parents employed in tobacco farming become trapped in
a downward cycle of poverty as tobacco farm owners and tobacco companies
earn profits from leaf produced with child labor.

Union organizers in Malawi struggle to eliminate child labor and im-
prove the livelihoods of tobacco farmworkers. However, organizers encoun-
ter obstacles in the global political economy of tobacco, where the Malawian
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government promotes tobacco growing and health policy-makers seck to
decrease it. Both sides present daunting challenges to labor organizers.

Political Economy of Tobacco in MoalawE

Beginning in 1981, structural adjustment programs (renamed Poverty
Reduction Strategy Papers in 2000) involved policies to promote to-
bacco and other cash crops to achieve economic growth and ensure that
Malawi repays its debts to the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund (International Monetary Fund 2007; Magalasi 2006; World Bank
2006a, 2006b). Malawi derives 70 percent of its foreign earnings from
tobacco, making it the most tobacco-dependent economy in the world
(International Monetary Fund 2007). Nearly 3 percent of Malawi’s arable
land (2.8 percenr; 301,467 acres) is devoted to growing tobacco (Table 9.1)
(Mackay and Eriksen 2006). With about 1.5 million jobs, tobacco is the
second largest sector of the economy;, after the civil service. Between 1990
and 1995, tobacco accounted for 20 percent of deforestation in Malawi
(Geist 1999). Furthermore, pesticide and fertilizer use on the country’s to-
bacco crop depletes nutrients from soils, pollutes water tables, and erodes
landscapes.

Tobacco growing thrives alongside poverty in Malawi. Of Malawi’s pop-
ulation of 13.2 million, 65.3 percent live at or below the national poverty line
($1.50 U.S. income per day) (United Nations Development Program 2008),
life expectancy at birth is 39.8 years, 14 percent are infected with HIV/AIDs
(one of the highest rates in the world) (Joint United Nations Programme on
HIV/AIDS 2006; World Health Organization 2006b), 64 percent of adults
are literate, the per capita GDP is $161 U.S., and 83 percent live in rural
areas (United Nations Development Program 2008). Desperate to survive,
Malawians sell their labor on tobacco farms but continue to fall deeper into
poverty.

Philip Morris and other cigarette manufacturers save $10 million U.S.
per year in production costs because the 78,000 children who work growing
tobacco are not paid the adult minimum agricultural wage (Mwasikakata
2003; Orafiez 2004). Few consumers in the United States and other global
markets where Marlboro, Camel, and other American-blend cigarette brands
are sold know that men, women, and children in Malawi who earn little or
no money and suffer from chronic poverty grow the tobacco contained in
many of those cigarettes.
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Table 9.1. The Tobacco Business in Malawi

Growing tobacco

Land devorted to growing tobacco, acres 301,467

Agricultural Jand devoted to tobacco farming, percentage of total 2.8

Tobacco produced, thousands of metric tons 69.5
Tobacco trade

Cigarette exports, millions 2

Cigarette imports, millions 269

Tobacco leaf exports, metric tons 107,031

Tobacco leaf imports, metric tons 202
Manufacturing

Number of cigarette manufacturing workers per 100,000 workers 0.0

Cigarettes manufacrured, millions NA
Price

Peter Stuyvesant (British American Tobacco) or equivalent international brand,

U.S. dollars per pack (Maeresa 2006) 1.40

Local brand NA
Tax

Tax as a proportion of cigarette price NA

Toral tax base derived from growing, marketing, and selling tobacco, percent

(Jaffe 2003) 23

Cigarette excise tazes as percentage of total excise taxes (Clarke 2006) G0

Tobacco export levy as percentage of total export levy (Clarke 2006) 92

Total tobacco tax as percentage of total tax (Clarke 2006) 8
‘World Health Organization Framework Convention on Fobacco Control

Signed No

Ratified No

NA = not applicable
Source: Mackay and Eriksen 2006.

While smokers may be unfamiliar with the people who cultivated the
tobacco in their cigarettes, consumers are increasingly aware of the health
effects of smoking., Tobacco is the most common preventable cause of
death worldwide and kills nearly 5 million people each year (Campaign for
Tobacco Free Kids 2007). Tobacco farmers and their trade unions in Malawi
and other developing countries grow a toxic crop with few allies to help them
increase labor rights or make tobacco an economically sustainable crop (Clay
2004). Farmworkers and union organizers with the Tobacco Tenants and
Allied Workers Union of Malawi (TOTAWUM), the national union of to-
bacco farm workers, are inextricably tied to tobacco industry corporate social
responsibility programs and campaigns to reduce global tobacco use.
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Holdings Limited is a private government-regulated monopoly that has the
only license to operate tobacco auction floors in Malawi (Malera 2004).
‘The Malawi government issued licenses to Limbe Leaf and Alliance One
(formerly Dimon and Stancom), a subsidiary of U.S.-based Alliance One
International, to buy raw tobacco at auction. These two companies purchase
over 90 percent of Malawi’s tobacco at three government-run auction floors:
Lilongwe, Mzuzu, and Blantyre-Limbe (Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations 2003; Matthews and Wilshaw 1992).

Philip Morris and British American Tobacco (BAT) purchase most of
Malawi’s tobacco from Limbe Leaf and Alliance One. Philip Morris is the
top purchaser of Malawi’s tobacco, which accounts for 20 percent of the
company’s burley tobacco supply (Elshof 1998; Opukah 1999; Philip Morris
1999). No corresponding figure is available for BAT; the second largest pur-
chaser of Malawi’s tobacco (Elshof 1998), but The Guardian newspaper
(UK) has reported that Malawi “provides most of the tobacco for Britains
cigarettes” (Vidal 2005).

After auction, tobacco is delivered to Limbe Leaf’s and Alliance One’s
processing factories adjacent to the auction site where threshing machines
remove and turn the raw leaf into unmanufactured tobacco. Leaf companies
then load the tobacco into shipping containers. Containers of tobacco travel
by rail or trucks to ports in Beira, Mozambique, and Durban, South Africa,
where they are loaded onto ocean-going ships. Because Malawi is surround-
ed by Zambia, Mozambique, and Tanzania and is landlocked, its tobacco
industry has high transportation costs (Mbekeani 2005). Philip Morris and
BAT use the leaf in Marlboro and Camel cigarettes after it arrives in the
United States, Europe, or one of over fifty other countries (Otafiez 2004;
Otafiez and Walker 2002). In 2007, Philip Morris posted cigarette revenues
of $73.6 billion U.S., and BAT posted cigarette revenues of $48.8 billion
U.S. (Table 9.2).

Workers and Their Union

Recognizing the economic disenfranchisement of tobacco farmworkers
within the global tobacco industry, farmworkers established TOTAWUM
in 1992. TOTAWUM is a member of the MCTU. In August 2008
TOTAWUM had 19,816 members in 245 branches in twenty districts in
Malawi. The union is an affiliate of the Switzerland-based International
Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco, and
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Table 9.2. Statistics on Cigarette Manufacturers and Leaf-Buying Companies, 2007

Share of
Global
Revenues Number of  Numberof  Cigaresze
Cigarette Manufuctizvers (U.S.8 billion) Markets Factories  Market (%)
Philip Morris 18.5 (domestic)
55.1 (international) 160+ 50+ 18.7
British American Tobacco 48,881 180+ 81+ 17.1
Japan Tobacco (2008) 31.1 (domestic)
9.1 (intetnational) 120+ 40+ 10.5
Leaf-Buying Companies
Universal Corporation 2,145 90+ 40+ NA
(2008)
Alliance One International 2,011 90+ 50+ NA
(2008)

+ Over; NA = not applicable

Sources: Alliance One International 2008; Altxia 2008; British American Tobacco 2008; Japan Tobacco
Inc. 2008; Universal Corporation 2008.

Allied Workers’ Association (TUF). TOTAWUM has received financial sup-
port from Trécaire, a faith-based organization in Ireland; the Norwegian
trade union movement; and other global trade unions. Very few members of
TOTAWUM can afford or are willing to pay a total of $1.00 U.S. for union
entrance fees and annual membership dues. :

Malawi has the highest incidence of child labor in southern Africa
(Torres 2000), most of which is involved in growing tobacco (Phiri 2004).
Since British colonial times, the nation’s tobacco industry has relied heav-
ily on different forms of child labor (Chirwa 1993; Nankumba 1990). The
majority of children living on tobacco estates have been engaged in part-time
or full-time adult work (United Nations Children’s Fund 1993). Research
has revealed that 45 percent of child workers are ages ten to fourteen and
55 percent are between seven and nine years old. The actual number of chil-
dten working in Malawi’s tobacco sector—78,000—is much higher because
the number of child workers there and in other developing economies is
commonly underestimated by researchers and the government (Otafiez et al.
2006; Torres 2000; World Bank 1995).

Tobacco farmers, tenants, and workers are stuck in a cycle of poverty
and indebtedness to landlords. Independent smallholders and tenant farm-
ers cultivate most of the tobacco on 1.25- to 2.5-acre landholdings. Non-

Malawians own only a handful of farms, primarily large-scale ones of over
400 acres.
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Malawian landlords typically live in urban areas. They hire managets
and clerks, often family members, to manage the farms; they themselves
visit the farms only periodically during each growing season. Tenants agree
to produce tobacco on one acre of the farm and sell it to the landlord.
Landlords provide inputs such as seeds, fertilizer, and food and deduct their
costs from the tenants’ earnings at the end of the growing season. Landlords
prefer married tenants with children to ensure enough labor to grow a suffi-
cient amount of tobacco on the allotted land. Many ter.ants and their family
members end up with little or no money at the end of the season because of
the landlords’ practices. Many landlords overcharge tenants for inputs, rig
scales to reduce the weight of tobacco, and pay tobacco prices below what
they receive from the tobacco auctions. Tenants in debt to landlords often
work additional seasons under the same terms to pay them off.

Many tenants put their children to work in fields instead of sending
them to school because they cannot afford clothing and other basic necessi-
tes for their children (Otafiez 2004; Torres 2000). In 2005 the Center for
Social Concern, a Catholic Church—based nongovernmental organization in
Malawi, reported that “children spend all their time with the parents helping
with tobacco production.” Additionally:

The children are heavily involved in potentially hazardous tasks such as
clearing fields, making nursery beds, and watering nurseries; uprooting,
transporting and transplanting tobacco seedlings and weeding during
the second phase; picking, transporting, tying the leaf, picking the dried
tobacco and bundling during the last phase. Some other tasks include
child minding, fetching water and firewood. Boys are mostly involved in
agricultural related activities while the girls are much [more] into domes-
tic work. (Center for Social Concern 2005:29)

One tenant stated that when her family’s landlord discovered her plan
to send her children to school instead of to the fields, he threatened to ex-
pel them from the farm. Beginning in 1999, when the number of foreign
researchers and journalists investigating child labor on tobacco farms in
Malawi increased, farm landlords and managers pressured the tobacco fami-
lies on their farms to conceal their children when visitors came and to inform
visitors that any children seen on the farm were eighteen or older.

In Malawi, primary schools are free, but families are unable to send
their children to school if they are not within walking distance, as is the
case in many tobacco-growing areas (Otafiez 2004; Torres 2000). A short-
age of teachers also prevents children from attending school (Orafiez 2004;

194

THE TOBACCO TRAP

Torres 2000). Each year, HIV/AIDS kills 40 percent of Malawi’s teachers
(Cammack 2004). Many orphans are being raised by their grandparents,
who are unable to provide them with adequate foed, clothing, and other
basic needs (Center for Social Concern 2006).

Union organizers with TOTAWUM and leaders within the Catholic
Church in Malawi recognized child labor and the tenancy system as major
problems and, in response, helped create a draft Tenant Bill in 1994 (Center
for Social Concern 2006; Greene 1997). The bill would “provide for the reg-
ulation of tenancy labour by clarifying the rights and obligations of landlords
and tenants with a view to avoid exploitative situations” (Nyirenda 2005:5).
Michael Mwasikakata, a representative of the United Nations International
Labor Organization (ILO) in Malawi, said the ILO and key stakeholders in
Malawi, including the Ministry of Justice, discussed the bill in the summer
0f 2005 (letter to the author, July 26, 2005). As of October 2009, the bill is
in the hands of the Ministry of Justice, which will prepare a draft to send to
the Office of the President and the Cabinet for further analvsis.

It is doubtful that this process will lead to any enacted law because after
the bill was tabled in Parliament and sent to the Ministry of Justice in 1999,
the Ministry of Justice held up progress on its passage by doing nothing with
it undl 2004 (Otafiez 2004). In 2003, trade union leaders who were frus-
trated by the delay asked the Ministry of Justice about the bill’s status. The
Ministry replied that it had lost the bill. Passage appears to have been delayed
indefinitely because several members of Malawi’s Parliament and other gov-
ernment officials are tobacco farm landlords (Davies 2003; Shorter 2002).

In 1999, pressure from workers and international groups forced the gov-
ernment of Malawi to publicly recognize for the first time the extremely poor
living and working conditions within the tobacco industry. TOTAWUM
was a leading force in the movement to publicize the use of extensive child
labor and bonded labor in tobacco-growing areas. It continues to push for
written labor contracts, higher wages for tobacco workers, and passage of the
Tobacco Bill. TOTAWUM’s financial and organizational weaknesses played
a large part in its decision to partner with global tobacco companies to de-
velop child labor projects in Malawi.

Corporate-Union Relations and Child Labor

In 2000, BAT launched the ECLT, a nongovernmental organization in
Geneva, Switzerland, to reduce child labor through projects that included
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planting trees, building schools, and improving skills such as bookkeeping
among tobacce farmers in Malawi. BAT created the scheme to deflect public
and media attention away from abusive labor conditions on tobacco farms in
Malawi instead of paying better prices for tobacco (Otafiez et al. 2006).

In 2001, the Tobacco Association of Malawi (TAMA)—a commercial
organization representing farmers responsible for 85 percent of the tobacco
cultivated in Malawi (Tobacco Association of Malawi 2007)—established
the AECL, the country’s first child labor group (BBC World Service 2002).
Albert Kamulaga, TAMA’s president, said his organization initiated the child
labor project “to sensitize local people [to] the evils of child labor” (Kamulaga
interview with the author, February 27, 2003). With the appearance of a
broadly based social movement such as Sandi Smith-Nonini describes in her
chapter in this book or at least a regional group such as Christian Zlolniski
describes in his chapter, the AECL board members included representa-
tives from TAMA, TOTAWUM, and traditional chiefs. But they also in-
cluded members from government ministries, Limbe Leaf, Alliance One,
and Save the Children, a nongovernmental organization based in Malawi.
Philip Morris, Universal Corporation, Alliance One International, the ILO,
and the IUF became members of the ECLT beginning in 2002. In 2002,
when BAT and other tobacco companies launched the ECLT in Malawi,
the ECLT took control of the AECL (Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco
Growing Foundation 2003). The ECLT takeover of the Association for the
Elimination of Child Labor was part of the tobacco industry’s effort to in-
crease its control of project funding and decision-making and to consolidate
projects funded by leaf companies and cigarette manufacturers.

When tobacco companies, through the ECLT, assumed control of the
AECL, companies began to wotk through TOTAWUM to administer child
labor activities. TOTAWUM leaders actively reported child labor in Malawi’s
tobacco industry at meetings of the ILO in Switzerland and at other glob-
al meetings on child labor in Malawi in the late 1990s. Representatives of
TOTAWUM and TAMA also participated in the BAT sponsored child labor
conference in Kenya in 2000 at which BAT announced the creation of the
ECLT. Nkhotakota District in Malawi, the site of TOTAWUM’s headquar-
ters, was the location for ECLTs pilot project under the AECL.

The partnership between TOTAWUM and TAMA within the Associa-
tion for the Elimination of Child Labor contrasted sharply with the ad-
versarial relations berween the two groups prior to the partnership. Since
TOTAWUM had registered with the Malawi government as a trade union

THE TOBACCO TRAP

in 1997, TOTAWUM tried to begin negotiations for a labor contract with
TAMA. In 1999 the two groups signed a Memorandum of Understanding
to institute collective bargaining, but between 2000 and 2007 TAMA re-
fused TOTAWUM’s multiple requests to begin the negotiation process.
Revealing TAMA's disregard for its agreement with the union, in 2003
TAMA’s Kamulaga said “there is no union” of tobacco workers in Malawi
(Kamulaga interview with the author, February 27, 2003). TOTAWUM
thus has little or no option except to participate in partnerships with TAMA
as well as tobacco companies in hopes of securing a better future for tobacco
farmworkers or, at the very least, to access financial resources otherwise un-
available to TOTAWUM leaders.

Through the ECLT, the tobacco companies hired Gibson (a pseud-
onym), a TOTAWUM organizer and one of my main fieldwork collabora-
tors since 1997, to manage its child labor project. In discussing the mutual
dependency between tobacco companies and TOTAWUM, Gibson stated
in 2003 that TOTAWUM and union members had received a new pri-
mary school, money for administrative costs, and wider public recognition
of tobacco workers’ struggles through participation in the industry-funded
project to end child labor in Malawi (Gibson interview with the author,
February 22, 2003).

Such material and financial benefits were valuable in a union campaign
that continually battled economic insecurity and neglect by state authorities.
In return, the tobacco industry, through its sponsorship of a school construc-
tion initiative, has used its relationship with the union and tobacco workers
to make claims that it contributes to local economies and generates employ-
ment and to threaten that effective tobacco control policies advocated by the
World Health Organization (WHO) and other public health groups would
reduce domestic demand and threaten farmers’ livelihood and government
revenue. TOTAWUM organizers who have been able to obtain enforceable
labor contracts maintain a tenuous balance among the competing agendas
of the tobacco companies, TAMA, and the union in implementing tobacco
industry corporate social responsibility projects involving child labor.

Eliminating chiid Labor?

At most, a few thousand of the 78,000 children engaged in child labor in
Malawi have been affected positively by tobacco industry corporate social re-
sponsibility projects, and the overall impact on the number of child laborers in
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the country has been negligible (Mwasikakata 2003; Otariez 2004). By con-
trast, in its 20032004 annual report (Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco
Growing Foundation 2005:3), the ECLT elaborated the achievements of its
Association for the Elimination of Child Labor:

The school was completed in September 2003 and started to operate in
January 2004 after being handed over to the Department of Education
[in Malawi]. 328 children were enrolled: 61 percent of them were former
child labourers. Teachers’ houses, a borehole and latrines were also built.
A parent-teacher association was set up; child labour and school com-
mittees were formed to consolidate and ensure a long-term impact of the
project, beyond its completion.

By associating themselves with child labor achievements, robacco companies
seck to improve their reputations and create distance between child labor
and the wealth created through the use of that labor in tobacco growing,

By December 2004, these impacts had been achieved through Together
Ensuring Children’s Security, ECLT’s second group instituted to combat
child labor:

 Ngala primary schools (Dowa district): children’s enrolment rate was
up 45% (630 additional children); dropout and repeat rates were
down 33%

* Ngala primary schools (Dowa district): children’s enrolment rate was
up 45% (630 additional children); dropout and repeat rates were
down 33%

* Dwanga primary schools (Kasungu district): children’s enrolment rate
was up 9% (160 additional children); dropout and repsat rates were
down 33% and 30% respectively

* 3 primary schools were rehabilitated; 4 new classrooms were built

* 480 treadle pumps were installed (vs. 150 in the original 4-year proj-
ect) which provided irrigation to 69 ha. (vs. an initial target of 18).
Farmers who benefited from this programme generated an average
of USD 350 resulting from the sale of green maize and vegetables.
The overall food security situation of the communities thus improved

dramarically

* 'The provision of safe water through the project’s shallow wells reduced
the incidence of waterborne diseases and death: cholera cases were
down 97%

* Asapositive and unexpected result of the mobilization campaign, the
communities developed their own initiative—outside of the project
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framework—and built kindergartens and one additional primary
school. (Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation
2005:3)

Since 2001, the model of child labor—free projects developed in Malawi
has also been applied to programs in Tanzania, Zambia, Uganda, the
Philippines, and Kyrgyzstan and been considered for development in Fiji,
Indonesia, and the Dominican Republic (Puckett 2003). In 2005 the ECLT
was developing additional programs in Mozambique and Mexico (Eliminat-
ing Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation 2005). The content of
these programs is similar, involving school construction and rehabilitation
projects, reforestation schemes, workshops and training to educate villagers
and farmers about child labor, and clean water projects involving shallow
boreholes and treadle pumps.

The contradiction between what the tobacco industry says and what it
does is evidence that tobacco companies use the ECLT for public relations
purposes. ECLT funding of two different, competing child labor groups in
Malawi—the Association for the Elimination of Child Labor and Together
Ensuring Children’s Security—is an example of companies managing part-
nerships to minimize actual changes in the country’s child labor situation.
"The AECL received $200,000 U.S. for child labor projects from the ECLT
in 2003-2004 (Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation
2004).

In 2002 Limbe Leaf withdrew its membership in the AECL (Otafiez
2004) and, with other processing companies, created Together Ensuring
Children’s Security, which received $2.1 million from the ECLT (Eliminating
Child Labour in Tobacco Growing Foundation 2002). Officials of the leaf-
processing companies that operated Together Ensuring Children’s Security
did not include representatives from TAMA and TOTAWUM and did
not contact or consult with union leaders regarding the creation of the
group (Otafiez 2004). An executive member of TOTAWUM said officials
of Together Ensuring Children’s Security are “bluffing” about their concern
for reducing the amount of child labor and that they have “no constitu-
ency” at the farm level (interview with the author, February 22, 2003).
Together Ensuring Children’s Security is focused more on protecting to-
bacco companies from negative publicity about their use of child labor
than on improving the substandard wages that give rise to child labor in
the first place.



MARTY OTANEZ

An Impossible Situation

TOTAWUM organizers are concerned about global discussions involving
the WHQ’s Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC). The con-
vention seeks to reduce the global demand for tobacco products and curb
tobacco-related mortality through both demand interventions such as mar-
keting, health warnings, and cigarette taxes and supply interventions such
as smuggling and tobacco cultivation (World Health Organization 2006a).
On May 21, 2003, members of the World Health Assembly (WHA) unani-
mously adopted the FCTC. On February 27, 2005, the FCTC was enacted
after 40 WHA members ratified the convention. As of October 2009, 167
countries had ratified the FCTC. Philip Morris, BAT, and other cigarette
manufactures feared the convention would weaken cigarette sales and prof-
its and lobbied government officials and health policy-makers in Malawi,
other developing countries, and developed countries to weaken the FCTC
(Mamudu and Glantz 2009).

Gibson participated in meetings with officials at Limbe Leaf, Alliance
One, and Malawi government ministries to formulate Malawi’s position
against the FCTC. In August 2000, when the tobacco industry was using
Malawi and other tobacco farming countries to lobby for a weak WHO treaty
in talks leading up to the writing of the convention in Geneva, Switzerland,
Gibson spoke to me about his concerns over the FCTC and global tobacco
control policies generally. According to Gibson, the FCTC would threaten
job losses and reduced earnings for tobacco farmers. Gibson’s view is that
relatively wealthy countries that grow tobacco, such as the United States,
Brazil, and India, should stop doing so and leave tobacco growing for Malawi.
Gibson and TOTAWUM are not opposed to the FCTC. Gibson recognizes
Malawi’s problems with improving the conditions of work on tobacco farms,
protecting farmers from job losses related to the global decrease in tobacco
demand, and encouraging the search for resources to assist tobacco farmers
who have no other option but to grow tobacco. Gibson stated:

Yes, this anti-smoking lobby [in support of the WHO treaty] could be
there, the convention could be signed, but the government and those
who are interested (in seeing] that tobacco [continues to be grown here]
should at least find a way to support these workers in the estates. . . .
‘We know at this time that these workers are being mistreated, they are
being exploited on these estates, but they get something from these
landlords from the beginning [of the growing season] because they agree
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on loans—to take some things on loan on an estate, but at the end [of
the season] even though they are being cheated they [get food] from
September [when nursery beds for tobacco seedlings are prepared] to
May or June [when tobacco barvesting ends in Malawi]. Even though
landlords don't take good care of farmworkers, they do something.
[Malawians] are growing tobacco not for the sake of liking to grow
tobacco; they don't have other means. (Gibson interview with the author,
August 6, 2000)

Gibson’s view that farmers have no options except to grow tobacco shows
the precarious position of both tobacco farmers and TOTAWUM organiz-
ers. In addition to problems of chronic poverty for many tobacco families
and reliance on foreign donors to fund TOTAWUM, tobacco families and
unjon organizers lack crop substitutes and alternative livelihoods. Since the
1960s, the Malawi government has tried unsuccessfully to implement crop
diversification schemes to reduce the country’s economic reliance on tobacco
(Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 2003).

In addition to TOTAWUM, TAMA has participated in lobbying for a
treaty that would not harm tobacco farming in Malawi. Kamulaga, TAMA’s
president, advised the Malawi government and other tobacco-growing coun-
tries during negotiations for the FCTC to refuse to sign the convention.
According to Kamulaga, “Malawi should not ratify that convention because
we depend on tobacco. If we sign it what message will we be sending to
the buyers? . . . Ratifying the treaty will mean banning advertisements and
smoking in all public places[,] among several issues that have been high-
lighted in the FCTC” (newswire article from Xinkau News 2000). Kamulaga

later explained to me that TAMA’s main concern regarding the FCTC is that
Malawians

have no alternative to tobacco at the moment and if we are given finan-
cial assistance to diversify . . . until we find an alternative to tobacco
we will comply fully [with the FCTC]. But at the moment we can't.
‘We are happy to see that it is left up to countries. [The World Health
Organization] is not a world body now ruling for everybody. [Treaty
adoption] would [vary] from country to country. The countries that want
to adopt that ban can adopt it, those who can’t can take their own law.
We are happier that way. And I believe some countries have rejected [the
treaty] because they feel that smoking is 2 human right.

If someone wants to smoke you can't stop him. You can sensitize
him but it is up to him to make a choice. So, a breach of human rights
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should be avoided so people are left free to decide what they want. You
can sensitize them but not ban it outright. That way we can go along
with [the FCTC]. [The WHOQ] wanted to force countries to adopt
certain restrictive measures. But now it depends from country to country.
‘Whichever country wants to adopt those restrictive measures they can
adopt it. Those that feel they can't are not forced to do it. (Kamulaga
interview with the author, March 10, 2003)

TAMASs position on the FCTC is litde different from TOTAWUMs
position. However, Gibson suggested that TOTAWUM and tobacco farm-
workers felt betrayed by TAMA for partnering with the union on tobacco in-
dustry—funded child labor activities while TAMA, Limbe Leaf, and Alliance
One used TOTAWUM to argue that the WHO treaty will destroy jobs
and hurt tobacco workers in Malawi. Tobacco companies took up Gibson’s
concern about the livelihoods of tobacco farmworkers in negotiations with
members of the World Health Assembly over the drafting of the FCTC be-
ginning in October 2000. Tobacco companies used the livelihoods of to-
bacco farmers and potential threats to them posed by the FCTC to lobby
Malawi officials to argue for a treaty that was weak from the standpoint of
tobacco industry interests in Malawi and other tobacco-farming countries
(Otafiez et al. 2006; World Health Organization 2000).

As the only substantial organization in Malawi asserting the rights of tobacco
workers, TOTAWUM remains stuck in a tobacco commodity trap. Tobacco
workers produce a product that harms human health. Tobacco companies
use tobacco workers and their trade union in public relations campaigns to
counter criticism of the tobacco industry’s reliance on child labor, and to-
bacco control campaigners prioritize public health at the expense of tobacco
labor issues. These apparently unresolvable problems for union organizers
in Malawi impede the rights of tobacco farmworkers as tobacco companies’
reputations grow and health policy-makers’ victories spread.
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