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(Introductions...)

I am very pleased to be here today to participate in the launch of ILO/IPEC’s West Africa Cocoa/Agriculture Project aimed at preventing and eliminating the worst forms of child labor in cocoa and other agricultural sectors.  This is an issue which the United States Government takes very seriously and we are pleased to be able to help fund this program through our Department of Labor.

You’ve heard many of the staggering statistics and the seemingly hopeless situations.  Hundreds of millions of children engaged in child labor world wide.  A large number of these child laborers have been trafficked - sold, leased, kidnapped, or given away by desperately poor families.  

Child labor and child trafficking violates the fundamental right of all persons to life, liberty, and freedom from slavery in all its forms.  It undermines the rights of a child to grow up in a protective environment of a family and to be free from abuse and exploitation.  These children are not only working dangerous jobs - they are losing the opportunity to gain an education, the opportunity to increase their living standards, as well as those of their families, their communities, and their nations.  Even worse, the practice of child labor deprives thousands of children of their lives every year.  Child labor is a lose-lose proposition.

The U.S. government is engaged on this issue on all fronts.  The U.S. Congress has mandated that the President submit reports on countries’ efforts to implement their international commitments to eliminate the worst forms of child labor as well as to eliminate the horrifying practice of human trafficking.   Countries that are found to be the worst performers in these areas may face economic sanctions in the form of reduced foreign aid or may lose trade benefits such as AGOA.  

Both the U.S. Department of Labor’s annual child labor report and the U.S. Department of State’s Trafficking in Persons report were released in June of this year.  Both have reported favorably on Ghana’s efforts to combat these inhuman practices.  In fact, I am happy to announce that for the first time, our Trafficking in Persons Report has placed two Sub-Saharan countries, Ghana and Benin, in the highest ranking possible - Tier 1.  This ranking means that these two countries meet the minimum standards for government action towards the elimination of trafficking.  These two countries are making serious and sustained efforts, against all resource constraints, to eliminate trafficking, and to prohibit and punish acts of trafficking.

The Government of Ghana was specifically complimented on the efforts of its elected leaders to raise awareness about trafficking.  Ghana’s Immigration Service was singled out for its capacity building efforts, as its officers received training in detecting fraudulent documentation and identifying trafficked victims.   The government was also commended for its social protection efforts to rescue street children and its close cooperation with NGOs that provide shelter and rehabilitation.  Ghana’s law enforcement was commended for conducting outreach, supporting the anti-trafficking efforts of NGOs, and moving forward to enforce laws against defilement, abuse, kidnapping, and child stealing, while waiting for anti-trafficking legislation to make its way through Parliament.  I am pleased to hear the honorable Minister Asmah say that she is working closely on this legislation.  It is our hope that Parliament will take action on an anti-trafficking bill during its third session this October.  

And that is why I want to emphasize that the Tier 1 ranking does not mean that a country is doing everything that it should - that it doesn’t have a problem.  Everyone has a problem.  We’re here today because Ghana, Nigeria, Cote d’Ivoire, Cameroon, and Guinea all still have serious child labor problems in their agricultural sectors.  Even the United States, the destination of an estimated 20,000 - 50,000 trafficked people annually, must continually fight the problem of trafficking and forced labor.  To this end, the United States government passed legislation in 2000 to combat trafficking in persons.  It is based on our experience that we hope that the government of Ghana will build upon its successful efforts by passing an anti-trafficking legislation to help expedite prosecutions through to final conviction, as well as give momentum to its national anti-trafficking task force.

The United States stands prepared to help countries like Ghana and organizations like ILO/IPEC that demonstrate a determined commitment to strengthen capacities for combating child labor and child trafficking.  Working together - governments, international organizations, trade unions, employers associations, industry representatives and local NGOs - we can all help these child victims escape the bondage of labor and spare countless others the pain.  

It is in this spirit that from 1995-2001, the U.S. Government has provided $112 million to ILO/IPEC for technical cooperation projects worldwide in the area of international child labor.  Those projects in Africa have focused on the commercial agricultural sector, child soldiers and child trafficking.  We are pleased to be able to assist ILO/IPEC with this program as well.

The West Africa Cocoa/Agriculture Project builds upon a survey concluded by the U.S. Department of Labor, the U.S. Agency for International Development, the global chocolate industry, ILO/IPEC, the International Institute of Tropical Agriculture and national research collaborators in Cameroon, Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana and Nigeria to research the status of child labor in West Africa’s cocoa sector.   The survey’s analysis of the source of child cocoa laborers, their tasks and activities and the low productivity of family cocoa production will be used to assist ILO/IPEC to withdraw child laborers, educate communities on the hazards of child labor, increase the earning capacity of families and prevent thousands of children from engaging in labor in the first place.

In conclusion, I admire the work that ILO/IPEC and nations such as Ghana have done to  help child victims escape the bondage of labor, and I am looking forward to continued progress under this program.  As President Bush has said, “Freedom is a non-negotiable demand of human dignity, the birthright of every person in every civilization.”  And we must continue to work together to ensure this birthright is realized around the world.

