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  TWENTIETH-CENTURY TALK




  No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise. Indeed, it has been said that democracy is the worst form of government except all those other forms

  that have been tried from time to time.




  Winston Churchill, 11 November 1947




  TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY TALK




  I know there has been controversy about the promotion of democracy in recent years, and much of this controversy is connected to the war in Iraq. So let me

  be clear: no system of government can or should be imposed upon one nation by any other.




  Barack Obama, 4 June 2009




  

     

  




  Please Imagine




  You are with your family sitting around the kitchen table. Across from you is your partner, whom you love very much and with whom you are raising two beautiful children. To your

  right is your thirteen-year-old daughter, thoughtful, wonderful on the piano and set on becoming a biologist. To your left is your eleven-year-old son, bright, unafraid to speak his mind and often

  getting into trouble for it at school. Resting away from the table is your mother. She is suffering from diabetes and a little unsteady on her legs.




  You are absorbing the most dreadful news. A catastrophic tragedy is sweeping the world. Within days everything will be wiped out and almost everywhere will be uninhabitable. Most people will

  die.




  But there are two countries in the Caribbean that will remain unaffected. You and your family have been a given a special chance to escape there. You don’t know much about the two places

  except that they are within a hundred miles of each other and they are governed by totally different political systems. You have a few moments to see that one country has great mobile phone

  connection, but the other has far better health care.




  Which one would you choose? Cuba or Haiti?
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  PREFACE




  In late 2008, in Iraq, a US Cavalry sergeant was briefing me before we set out on patrol through western Baghdad. As he finished, I wanted to clarify a small point.

  ‘Excuse me,’ I said, ‘this might be a stupid question, but . . .’




  The sergeant interrupted: ‘The only stupid question, sir, is the one we never ask.’




  The question – stupid or not – posed by this book is ‘What’s so good about having the vote?’ Many of us living in Western democracies no longer ask it. Indeed,

  those who do often face an assertion that the question should never arise because the answer is obvious.




  For many years, conventional thinking has been that the only way to achieve stability in a society is through democratically elected government. That might be right in the very long term because

  it is a system that gives each of us a political voice. But as yet there is no road map of how to get there. Indeed, when academics at of Oxford University began working on this issue a few years

  back he found that no substantive studies had been made of the relationship between the introduction of democracy and political violence.




  Much evidence indicates that voting to appoint a government in the developing world can lead to war, disease and poverty. From Pakistan to Zimbabwe, from the Palestinian territories to the

  former Yugoslavia, from Georgia to Haiti, the holding of elections has produced high levels of corruption and violence. Tribal and religious divisions have become

  institutionalized into power blocs that have led to ethnic cleansing. Political parties rely on brute force and patronage. Parliaments represent not broad constituencies but vested interests and,

  amid much fanfare, constitutions are written, but rarely upheld.




  Millions now believe that they run more risk of being killed or remaining poor under an electoral system than under a dictatorship. The average income in authoritarian China, for example, is now

  twice that of democratic India. In the same way, Haitians who are allowed to elect their governments live twenty years less than those in dictatorial Cuba where average life expectancy is

  seventy-seven years.




  At the end of the Cold War, the Western democratic system had an unchallenged opportunity to prove itself, but few understood the complexities. When challenged, Churchill’s 1947 maxim that

  ‘democracy is the worst form of government except all those other forms’ was often cited.1 In 1992, the American academic Francis Fukuyama

  argued that the defeat of communism in the Cold War marked ‘the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government’.2 In 2005, the United States declared it was abandoning its policy of supporting stability at the expense of democracy and that it would now support the democratic aspirations of

  all people.3




  There are numerous interpretations of ‘democracy’. The word itself derives from the Greek – demos, meaning ‘the people’ and kratia meaning

  ‘power’. One definition describes it as ‘the doctrine that the numerical majority of an organized group can make decisions binding on the whole group’.

  Another says democracy is ‘a form of government in which the people have a voice in the exercise of power, typically through elected representatives’. Put at its most basic, the people

  are able to choose between competing political parties an accountable government that will deliver what the society needs to advance. Democracy originated in ancient Greece as opposed to Confucian

  China with its Mandate of Heaven, or in the Islamic world with its concept of the powerful Caliph. It is unsurprising, therefore, that many in the West should believe that the best way to achieve

  stability in the developing world is by creating governments similar to their own.




  Since the Berlin Wall came down, we have had twenty years to build democracies on a fairly uncompetitive political canvas, and the score card is very mixed. Africa has slid backwards. China has

  forged ahead. The dictatorship of Saddam Hussein was a catastrophe. Experiments with democracy from Russia to Ivory Coast have resulted in loss of life and social upheaval. The authoritarian

  governments of Singapore and Malaysia have been successful development stories. Once brutal dictatorships in South Korea and Taiwan have made peaceful demo cratic transitions – but it took

  decades of hard work to get there.




  The stories in this book span these post-Cold War years, throughout which I have seen the West’s democratic mission both welcomed euphorically for the freedoms it brings and bitterly

  cursed for the bloodshed it causes. I hear from an Iraqi wedding photographer who had lost so many friends and family members that he would have gladly exchanged his right to vote for running

  water, electricity and safety; from an Argentine shoe maker who bartered trainers for food because his economy has collapsed; and from the African cocoa farmer whose belief in

  the Western free market left him three times poorer now than he was thirty years ago.




  From city slums to arid farmland, I ask the question on the cover of this book –‘What’s so good about the vote?’ Is there is a way that a country can be prepared for

  democracy? Or is each society with its own particular set of challenges so unique that to lay down any formula at all would be naive and irresponsible? Should there be prescribed benchmarks before

  a country embarks on the unpredictability of elections? Or do we accept that it’s a lottery – some might work, others will end in violence – and do it anyway?




  On 4 June 2009, President Barack Obama unfolded his view on imposing Western-style democracy on societies that did not want it. Coincidentally, his speech came twenty years to the day that

  Chinese troops opened fire on pro-democracy students in Beijing at a time when many in the West clamoured for elections and full democracy in China.




  Speaking at Cairo University, President Obama made clear his caution about electoral democracy and his understanding of other cultures. He emphasized that ‘no system of government could or

  should be imposed upon one nation by any other’, adding:




  

    

      But I do have an unyielding belief that all people yearn for certain things: the ability to speak your mind and have a say in how you are governed; confidence in the rule of

      law and the equal administration of justice; government that is transparent and doesn’t steal from the people; the freedom to live as you choose. Those are not just American ideas, they

      are human rights, and that is why we will support them everywhere.


    


  




  Even before his election in August 2008 Obama told Time magazine: ‘If we think that we can just plunge in and, say, create a democracy from scratch in five

  years, then we’re badly mistaken.’ And less than a month later, in Britain, the Conservative leader, David Cameron had agreed, saying: ‘Democracy should be the work of patient

  craftsmanship and not of a uniform mass production line, if the final product is to be of a quality that endures.’




  My own curiosity about this began in the early 1990s when I was posted to Hong Kong in the final days of British colonial rule. China was then an international pariah after its troops opened

  fire on democracy protesters in Tiananmen Square in 1989. As the Berlin Wall came down and millions in Europe and the Soviet Union embarked on the democratic path, China clamped down, convinced

  that if it allowed more personal freedom the country would be torn apart.




  The people of Hong Kong were terrified. In 1997, Britain’s tenure would run out and they would be ruled by China. There was no question of them getting the type of full democracy or

  independence that so many other societies sought by right. But they did not go to the barricades. Instead, they blended peaceful protest marches with keeping their day jobs and making money. The

  British colonial government and, it turned out, the non-democratic Chinese one gave them enough dignity, wealth and freedom to make democracy a worthy vision, but not one worth dying for.




  The title of this book, Democracy Kills, was handed to me in a chance conversation in the Middle East. While writing it, I became embroiled in many difficult discussions, often with

  people who believed I was trying to create an updated version of Hitler’s Mein Kampf or an apology for Chinese repression in Tibet or the Sudanese government’s atrocities in

  Darfur. I had thought of using a more opaque title such as The Democracy Delusion or a nod to an irritating road repair sign like Danger – Democracy at

  Work. But I opted to address the issue head on when I found again and again that many in the West saw the issue as one that did not merit a debate. To them, it seemed to be more about creating

  a mirror of our own societies than solving the problems of the developing world. The argument is not whether the end result of establishing democratic government is a good or bad thing. Rather it

  is the fact that if democracy is not implemented carefully, the process could cause the deaths of a lot of people and fail to deliver dignity and good governance.




  The question posed by this book can be put at every stage with every story that follows. There is not a universal answer to what’s so good about having the vote. But we should not be

  afraid to enquire because the only stupid question is the one we never ask.




  

     

  




  AFRICA




  IVORY COAST – Democracy’s Shame




  

     

  




  In a tear-wrenchingly poor and fly-blown village near the Ivory Coast town of Oumé, I was taken to see a mud hut, with a thatched roof, dirt floor and holes knocked in

  the walls for windows.




  It was on the edge of the village square, a space of arid, yellow dirt, surrounded by trees. Straw huts stretched back from it towards undergrowth, and on the other side down a slight slope were

  piles and piles of cocoa, tiny dark brown flat beans speckled like crocodile skin, making the hot air around them smell of bitter musk. Some were in sacks. Some were loose. Women sorted through

  them.




  The hut itself was filled with children, in sun-faded, ragged clothes, with one common injury – hacking scars around their ankles where they had cut themselves on machete blades. Their

  wounds had come from cutting cocoa and their ages ranged from four to fourteen.




  ‘This is our pilot project,’ said George Bredou, the local official showing me around. ‘We built this school a month ago.’




  Cocoa is the raw material used to make chocolate, and the project Bredou was referring to was meant to be part of a multi-million dollar programme paid for by the global chocolate companies.

  Their aim, so they said, was to stop cocoa farmers using children in forced labour gangs.




  The chocolate industry is worth up to US$70 billion a year and is synonymous with household brands such as Cadbury, Nestlé, Mars and Hershey, names that many of us

  grew up with, the currency of childhood parties, presents, little luxuries and a sweet tooth. Almost half of the world’s cocoa is grown in the Ivory Coast on what are known as

  ‘plantations’, although this is too expansive a word to describe the one or two acres that barely earns enough to live on.




  The cocoa-farming families mostly live without sanitation, electricity, telephone or fundamental amenities. The roads are so badly maintained that schools, clinics and shops are often out of

  reach. Farmers are also unable to get to the markets where they could barter a better price for their beans. The buyer comes to them and dictates the price. Either the farmer sells or starves.




  Fresh from London, armed with website printouts from the chocolate companies, I stared dumbfounded at the mud-hut school. The hut would have cost barely a hundred dollars to build. Its walls

  were of dried, brown mud, the windows square gaps within it. The roof was thatched. The villagers built it themselves. They did not get paid. The desks, books and blackboard had been supplied by

  USAID, the American government charity organization. Not a penny, from what I could work out, came from the chocolate industry.




  Brushing away flies, letting the sweat soak into my shirt, I must have stood for a full five minutes trying to get my head around this. I had almost called off the trip here because I had

  imagined a village with paved roads, neat gardens, a newly built school, clinic and orphanage and so on – something to show off.




  I walked across to Bredou to double-check with him when the school had been built. ‘Yes. One month ago,’ he said.




  The children in the school were tiny, malnourished, in scrappy clothes, but their faces showed the instincts and expressions of a child’s hope. Did they like the

  school? I asked, and all hands shot up amid peals of laughter. What about the cocoa plantations? They fell quiet. Some shook their heads. Most kept their eyes down. One girl screwed up her face and

  howled as if she imagined a monster intruding into her bedroom. She was five years old.




  Bredou took us to see his boss in the local government offices.4 It was only a few miles away, but the drive took us more than an hour because of the

  appalling road. The head of the Oumé prefecture was a civil servant named Thomas Lasme, a tall, powerful man who dwarfed the shabby wooden desk he sat behind. His office phones didn’t

  work. Heat seeped into the room, sapping strength. Sunbeams danced through slatted windows onto stacked-up files whose top sheets were being blown about by a fan.




  ‘What happened to the pilot project?’ I asked.




  ‘Children aren’t working in the cocoa plantations,’ he said defensively. ‘They’re merely taking part in family life.’




  ‘That’s not what I asked,’I said. ‘What happened to the pilot project in Oumé.’




  ‘It is proceeding as planned.’




  ‘But the school,’ I pressed. ‘The pilot projects should have started in 2002. Why did it take five years to build a mud hut? And why has so little been done?’




  He took off his large spectacles, laid them gently on the desk, rubbed his eyes and made a complete and astounding U-turn. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘the programme’s been

  halted. It’s ended.’




  He read my expression of incredulity, nodded and rested his chin on his hands.




  ‘But you’ve only just opened it,’ I said.




  ‘We haven’t seen any of their money. We built it ourselves. They didn’t do anything.’




  ‘But the promises?’




  ‘Nothing, and we need everything. Money, training, vehicles to take the children from the plantations, places for the children to stay.’




  The Ivory Coast cocoa trade is a snapshot, but it encapsulates many of the causes of why Africa is failing – a commodity sought by the West, extreme poverty and a state

  that collapsed into civil war because its weak institutions could not withstand political pressures. Much is to do with the society itself and how appallingly people treat each other. But this will

  not move forward substantively until Western democracies examine (as we will shortly) why children are harvesting cocoa for us to eat chocolate.




  In the 1960s, as Africa was decolonizing, its raw materials were seen as a source of wealth. Now, they have become a symbol of exploitation. The Cold War allowed multinational companies to

  continue their trade, while dictators plundered. The Cold War’s end ushered in Western-style democracy that bought the free-market system as its ally. Take one and you had to take both

  – which was how the International Monetary Fund and bankers wrote their loans. But, far from progressing, the continent slipped backward and the United Nations now estimates that between 2009

  and 2015 the number of those workers living with their families on less than US$1 a day will actually increase by 20 per cent.




  I began visiting Ivory Coast just over ten years after the dictator, Félix Houphouët-Boigny, had died. Houphouët-Boigny was a traditional ‘big man’ of Africa who,

  like many of his colleagues, failed to plan for a smooth succession. Under his rule from 1960 to 1993, encouraged by the chocolate companies, the Ivory Coast became the cocoa

  capital of the world. Now it produces almost half of the global supplies. Drawing on expertise from French technocrats, the country became rich. But Houphouët-Boigny was not a free-marketeer,

  and he knew only too well that to succeed his people had to be kept happy. He protected his farmers from dramatic falls in prices and always ensured they made a living.




  His death left a vacuum that was filled by the fashion of the time – elections and a free-market economy. No leader emerged powerful enough to control the lure of tribal, religious and

  cocoa-dollar cliques, all of which proved stronger that the institutions Houphouët-Boigny bequeathed. Elections delivered up those who thought victory was the right to take all. It produced

  losers who became afraid and lashed out. The free market cut down the cocoa farmers’ safety net and the price of cocoa plummeted to only a quarter of what it had been forty years earlier. The

  farmers became so poor they couldn’t afford to hire adult workers. So they used children instead who were easier to control and cost far less.




  Year by year, the Ivory Coast unravelled. Tribalism, religion and power-grabs were its underbelly and cocoa made the stakes high enough to kill for. By 2002 war had broken out. Cocoa dollars in

  their tens of millions funded both sides and prolonged the violence.5 Thousands died. Hundreds of thousands were displaced. More than 40 per cent of the

  Ivory Coast, once one of the wealthiest and most stable countries in Africa, ended up living in poverty.




  As end-users, Western multinationals detached themselves. They cast their nets toward Indonesia and Bolivia to see if they could secure cocoa supplies from elsewhere.




  I first heard reports of child slavery in the cocoa trade back in 2000, six years before meeting Thomas Lasme in Oumé. My automatic reaction then was to ring around the

  chocolate companies to see what was being done about it. After a couple of calls, I sensed that something truly dreadful was happening. When asking simple questions such as ‘Where do you buy

  your cocoa from?’ it turned out they didn’t know. When I asked if they thought they should know, they said it was not really their business. One press officer shouted that reports of

  illegal child labour were all untrue and slammed down the phone. The Ivory Coast embassy wrote to the BBC warning us against covering the story.




  Each chocolate company pointed me towards a trade organization called the Biscuit, Cake, Chocolate and Confectionery Association (BCCCA). No executive from any major company would speak on this

  issue. Nor would I be allowed to film inside a chocolate factory. I have filmed at insurgent training camps and inside nuclear weapons plants, and never had I imagined being banned from filming

  people making chocolate.




  The BCCCA also claimed the issue was now over because the ‘industry’ – as they called the chocolate companies – had researched the allegations and found there was not a

  problem. It turned out that this research had been carried out from someone’s desk in Britain. No researcher had been to the Ivory Coast.




  A few days later, I was in the Malian town of Sikasso close to the Ivory Coast. It was a hot, noisy place with that edgy seediness you get when people and goods move conspiratorially across

  borders. Minibuses circled the market. The dirt streets were piled with boxes and contraband wrapped in bright cloth. Drivers counted money. Three prostitutes, in bright

  mini-skirts, smoked in the awning shade of a kiosk. Two policemen, their car door opened for the light breeze, listened to a soccer match on the radio. On a scrap of grassless land, children played

  football with oil drums as goal posts. It was from here that children had either been sold or kidnapped and sent across the border to work on the Ivory Coast cocoa farms.




  The Malian government kept a detailed record of child slavery in files at the Ministry for the Protection of Women, Children and the Family. Its official in Sikasso, Assitan Coulibaly, compiled

  lists in a huge book of those children who had escaped or been rescued, each entry neatly handwritten with name, age, when they went missing, when they returned and which plantation they worked

  on.




  ‘Everyone knows that children are working on these plantations,’ said Coulibaly. ‘This is a typical one.’ She pointed to a boy who was kidnapped when he was eleven and

  had only managed to escape six years later aged seventeen. His name was clearly written as Moumino Syllo, with his age, and his home village – Banankomo, just outside of Sikasso.




  ‘And, here,’ continued Coulibaly, her finger sliding across the page. ‘This is where he was held.’ Printed in ballpoint pen in capital letters in French was

  ‘N’peo, Bangalo, near Man’ – as precise an address as you would get in the Ivory Coast cocoa belt. Coulibaly promised to help me find him.




  ‘Have any of these chocolate companies been in touch with you at all?’ I asked. ‘Or been here to help?’




  ‘No,’ she said, closing the book. ‘No one has been here and spoken to us.’




  Abusive child labour, as it’s officially known by the International Labour Organization (ILO), has been going on in Africa for thousands of years, and on the cocoa

  farms at least for the past hundred – since our Western palates developed a taste for chocolate. The chocolate companies would have known about it, but back then children were used as human

  chimney sweeps in Dickensian London and African-American toddlers were picking lettuces in the American South.




  As our democracies developed, two elements of how we raise children became illegal in ILO conventions. A child has to go to school, and the work must not be forced or dangerous. These

  conventions were not new. The schooling convention was introduced in 1919 and modified in 1921. Forced labour dated back to 1930 and was modified in 1999 to include the ‘worst forms of child

  labour’ for anyone under the age of eighteen. Multinational corporations were well aware of their duties to modern democracy – except they claimed they were not responsible for those

  actually working on the cocoa farms.




  Near Coulibaly’s office, Save the Children, Canada, ran a sanctuary for children who had escaped or been freed. It was a large warehouse-style building on the edge of town set in a yard

  surrounded by high walls. The local representative, Salia Kante, became more agitated and angry as he told the story of the centre. In the communal area on the first floor were photographs of the

  wounds inflicted on the children. Some had bloodied welts on their shoulders where they had been made to carry sacks of cocoa. Others bore scars around the wrists where they had been tied up or

  chained to posts to stop them escaping.




  ‘People who drink cocoa and eat chocolate should think what they are doing,’ said Kante, ‘because they’re doing no better than drinking the blood of these children. What

  are they thinking about? Look at the heavy sack that a child is made to carry. It’s so heavy that it cuts them and they work with blood dripping down their

  shoulders.’




  A short drive from the centre we found Moumino Syllo, the boy listed in Coulibaly’s book. He was now eighteen. He was stacking firewood into a neat pile on the edge of a cluster of huts

  that made up his family’s compound. It was a poor settlement, existing on the very basics. While Syllo worked, two women swept the earth into an elaborate pattern as if it were an exotic

  carpet. Another cooked on an open fire, with pots arranged in an artistic pyramid, each one spotless. Some men worked with Syllo. Others sat around a draughts game. It was a scene that I would come

  across time and time again in Africa, one that kept posing that overwhelming question as to why, if the people took such pride in what they had, was the continent failing so badly.




  Syllo said he had been playing soccer when he was lured away by someone offering a place in a soccer club in the Ivory Coast. As soon as he was across the border, he was taken to a cocoa

  plantation.




  ‘They drove me to a remote place,’ he recalled. ‘When we arrived, I saw it was a cocoa farm. I was very frightened and said I didn’t know how to do this kind of work. A

  man, the owner of the plantation, said I would be paid. Then he took all my papers away from me. I worked until my clothes were rags. At the end of the first year, the other boys and I asked for

  our salary. But they refused to give it, and said we would be paid at the end of the second year. At the end of the second year, he said he would pay us at the end of the third year. I thought of

  escaping. But one boy who tried to escape was caught. They beat him and cut the soles of his feet so he couldn’t run away again. But he ran away again and this time reached the Malian consul

  in Bouaké. He was a kind man who came and rescued us all.’




  The Malian consul’s name was Abdoulaye Macko and he was responsible for freeing hundreds of Malian children from cocoa farm slavery. He became the classic whistle

  blower, exposing an issue that governments and multinationals would have preferred to have kept quiet.6




  In early 2002, I went back to Sikasso and again sought out Salia Kante and Assitan Coulibaly. In the interim, one of those unique events that combine human suffering, the media

  and politicians had forced the chocolate companies to concede there was a problem.




  In April 2001, human rights groups reported that a tramp steamer, MV Etireno, was heading for the Ivory Coast with as many as two hundred children on board destined for forced labour on

  the cocoa farms. The story played all around the world. Journalists headed for West Africa and found how easy it was to gather evidence of child labour. Two Democratic American politicians, Senator

  Tom Harkin and Congressman Eliot Engel, drew up a protocol for the chocolate companies to promise to end child slavery in the cocoa trade. They tested congressional reaction and won a 291 to 115

  approval for a move to introduce ‘slave free’ labelling on all cocoa-based products.




  The chocolate companies buckled. They pledged to ‘identify and eliminate the worst forms of child labour’ in 50 per cent of the cocoa farms in West Africa by July 2005. The agreement

  became known as the Harkin–Engel Protocol, and I had gone back to Sikasso with plans to drive from there through the Ivorian cocoa belt to Abidjan and report on the progress being made under

  the terms of the protocol.




  Coulibaly brought out her huge book again and we sat on the same office verandah as before while she showed me pages of new entries of freed children over the past

  year.




  ‘Has anybody from chocolate industry come to see you yet?’ I asked.




  ‘Not yet,’ she said.




  ‘Has anybody written to you?’




  ‘No. Nobody has written to us.’




  ‘Has anybody talked to the children?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Why is that, do you think?’




  ‘I don’t know. Maybe they don’t think it’s a problem.’




  ‘What about you? Do you think it’s a problem?’




  She shrugged and dropped her eyes. ‘What about you?’ she challenged, jabbing her finger at the list of names. ‘Do you think it’s a problem?’




  At the Save the Children centre, Salia Kante took me upstairs to meet four children who had recently been freed. Their names were Souleymane Dembele, aged thirteen; Nouhoum Kone, twelve, Seriba

  Keita, ten, Karim Sadibe, twelve. I first saw them as four shadows cast by the fierce sunlight on a whitewashed wall. A fan was cooling them, and its breeze blew a sheet of paper off a table.

  Seriba Keita darted across to pick it up. Then with terror on her face he handed it to a woman who was looking after them.




  The woman squatted down and pulled the child to her chest. ‘You mustn’t be afraid,’ she said. ‘We are like your parents. Whatever you want to do, do. Whatever is here,

  belongs to you. This is your home.’




  Their stories followed a similar pattern to that of Moumino Syllo. Except Syllo was taken in 1994 and this was eight years later in 2002. ‘I was playing football,’ said Karim Sadibe.

  ‘This man said I should come with him to the Ivory Coast. He would sign me up for the national team and I would get lots of money and that I shouldn’t tell my

  parents.’




  Sadibe was lucky enough to have been intercepted by the Malian police at the border. The man who was with him melted away. As he was telling his story Moussa Doumbia came into the room. He had

  escaped two years ago and was now twenty and was helping around the centre.




  ‘I don’t know how one human being can treat another in the way they treated me,’ he whispered. He told how at night he slept on the floor in a locked room. He was given food

  once a day. If he complained, he was beaten and, as with Syllo, the boys who were caught escaping had their feet cut with razors.




  Kante and I sat in a shaded area under the outside steps coming down from the first floor. I showed him a copy of the Harkin–Engel Protocol. We translated key parts of it to him, telling

  him that the chocolate companies had promised to end child slavery. Surprise and disbelief spread across his face.




  ‘I don’t know anything about this,’ he said.




  ‘So nobody has been here to talk to you about it?’




  ‘Nobody.’




  ‘Why not, do you think?’




  ‘They must think these children are just slaves and this is a normal situation for Third World countries,’ he said. He rubbed his fingers on his forehead and glanced to where the

  children were chatting above us. ‘On these cocoa farms, there are no schools. It is very hard, and if they do anything wrong at all they are treated violently. Those are the conditions that

  make a child become a terrorist.’




  The next day we drove across the border to the Ivory Coast. It was six months after 9/11, and Kante had raised the spectre of a belt of terror breeding

  across the developing world, an uneducated underclass, their emotions deadened by brutality, lashing out with the self-justification of the victim. In the Middle East it was about Israel. In

  Afghanistan, it was blow-back from the Soviet invasion. In West Africa, it was about the exploitation of commodities.




  I thought Kante might have been taking advantage of the post-9/11 atmosphere to argue his case, ramping things up for the visiting reporter. But I was wrong.




  We drove down undulating hill country , a single dark bitumen strip of road, flanked by orange earth and arid undergrowth. Diesel fumes belched from trucks and overloaded buses. We weaved

  between them while avoiding deep potholes.




  Not far inside the Ivory Coast, the checkpoints began. A plank of wood embedded with spikes on wheels was pushed across the road to rip your tyres apart if you crossed without permission.




  Ballo, our Malian interpreter and fixer, who had been with me the previous year, immediately sensed the tension. Fred Scott, our camera operator, picked out the different uniforms, army, police,

  paramilitary – a bad sign that indicated there were rival groups muscling against each other for power and money. Fred hid his camera on the floor of our vehicle, then when past he filmed

  with a smaller camera, easier to conceal.




  But we were caught. At the next checkpoint, we were flagged down, ordered out of the vehicle and up to a shack by the side of the road. A large figure in military fatigues and wraparound dark

  glasses sat on a low bamboo stool. Men in different uniforms hung around with him. If Hollywood had wanted to portray decaying and violent Africa, here it was. He asked for our passports and

  Ballo’s papers and spread them out on a low table in front of him.




  I took out the business card of the Ivory Coast ambassador I had met in London. Recognizing the flag in the corner of the card, he moved his shades up his forehead to

  examine it more closely, showed it to a soldier standing next to him, who laughed and handed it back. Our host dropped the business card and ground it into the earth with the heel of his boot.




  Ballo, a schoolteacher by profession, talked continuously in a low, relaxed tone, using French and the local dialect, and negotiated for them to let us back to the car. ‘I will join you

  soon,’ he said.




  When Ballo returned and climbed in, the guards wheeled back the spikes to let us pass. We put the cameras away and arrived at the regional capital of Bouaké by nightfall.




  Our hotel happened to be staging the Miss Bouaké 2002 beauty pageant, and we had dinner in the garden watching young women in brightly coloured West African dress walk up and down past

  us. I paid Ballo for the checkpoint bribe and with a smile he gave me back the card of the Ivorian ambassador from London. It was dirt-smeared and marked with a boot print. ‘That chief said

  it would be more useful to you once we get across the border.’




  ‘I thought we were across the border,’ I said.




  ‘Not the Malian border,’ said Ballo shaking his head. ‘He is a commander of the northern rebels. We are going to the south.’




  The beauty queens balanced baskets on their heads to show their posture. Their parents had come to watch. Guests applauded.




  ‘Rebels?’ I asked.




  ‘Yes. Soon they will be fighting.’




  ‘What about?’




  ‘The cocoa,’ said Ballo. ‘Everyone fights over the cocoa.’




  In the morning, shortly after we left Bouaké heading south the parched bush land turned into deep green jungle, and Ballo announced that we were

  entering the cocoa belt. We were also crossing the north–south divide that Ballo had described, a frontier of the type that ran through Africa creating complex underbellies. Bouaké

  marked a tribal, geographic and economic division that was soon to be the front line of the Ivory Coast’s civil war. It divided a swathe of Islamic communities to the north and Christian ones

  that stretched down to the coast. Intermingled were numerous tribes with their own loyalties and grievances. And to the west, Liberia’s warlords, who had already destroyed their own country,

  were looking to expand into the Ivory Coast to get their hands on the cocoa. They were drawing up plans for raiding parties and ethnic cleansing. As we drove south through the cocoa belt, war was

  only four months away.




  The Ivory Coast had a particular set of problems that led it to war. But it was also a mirror of what happens in much of Africa. Substitute cocoa for diamonds, oil or other commodities needed by

  the West, insert a supply chain disparity of extreme wealth and poverty, ally that to a corrupt government, inject the unpredictability of elections, sprinkle on it historical, tribal and religious

  prejudices, and you have a mix of lethal ingredients. Those basic needs of food, shelter, dignity and future come face to face with power manipulation that turns human energy into violence,

  jealousy and revenge. This is what Salia Kante was referring to when he made his grim prediction at his children’s sanctuary in Sikasso.




  The late dictator Houphouët-Boigny had celebrated the wealth that cocoa gave him by building monuments to himself. He turned his ancestral village of Yamassoukro into the administrative

  capital where he commissioned the massive Basilica of Our Lady of the Peace, which became the largest church in the world. He created a lake of man-eating crocodiles (no one

  is quite sure why) and put up the time-warped Hotel President for tourists and dignitaries that we checked into when we arrived. The hotel opened to a fanfare in the 1980s and then stayed exactly

  as it was, its once lavish designs fading and becoming mouldy from humidity and broken-down air conditioning.




  Outside in the car park were huge four-by-fours and black limousines with darkened windows. Inside, there was a conference buzz, men in dark suits, women in bright tribal dress, soldiers

  watching and conversations in French, English and a cocktail of West African dialects. Music wafted in from the garden, where lights shone over the swimming pool.




  We had chanced upon a summit of the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), an organization recently set up to try to end African poverty. The idea was to empower people at the

  grass roots and give them what they needed to solve their own problems. I checked into a cavernous bordello-like room, with a purple bedspread, pink telephone, and dark-blue wallpaper, then

  collected glossy brochures and statements from chocolate companies that I’d brought from London, and headed down to gatecrash the conference delegates over their dinner.




  Dr Francis Appiah, Ghana’s representative to NEPAD, asked me to join his table. After graduating from university in Ghana, Appiah did his doctorate in Norway, and had become a substantive

  figure in promoting African good governance. His suit jacket hung on the back of his chair and he wore a pink shirt and silk tie. Passionate about his subject, he leant forward, elbows on the table

  and his hands together prayer-like. ‘You have to look at the conditions of the poor people who are keeping these multinationals in business,’ he said. ‘If they were given a fair

  price for their crops, they could move on. But they are at the mercy of the chocolate industry.’




  One of his colleagues chipped in: ‘If they’ve had it so good for so long, it’s very difficult to give up bad habits.’




  ‘We have given so much,’ continued Dr Appiah. ‘It’s about time they met us halfway.’




  ‘How could they do that?’ I asked.




  ‘We began production of cocoa at the turn of the last century. By now we should be producing chocolate in our own country, but the Western governments are putting all sorts of obstacles in

  the way that prevent us from doing that. Under the present system, we cannot make our own chocolate because the import tariffs would be too high. The tariff on a raw cocoa bean is a fraction of the

  tariff on a wrapped bar of chocolate.’




  ‘And what happens if they don’t meet you halfway,’ I asked.




  ‘Nobody wants to create the conditions that lead to another 9/11,’ he said. ‘They have to understand that they must improve the conditions of those who have kept them in

  business for almost a century.’




  I pulled out a statement from Cadbury-Schweppes that said the previous year it had launched an ethical trading initiative in Ghana with a number of pilot studies. I had pressed the company as to

  where the studies were and what exactly they were doing, but Cadbury-Schweppes had refused to say. As Appiah read the statement he tightened his lips and cupped his hand against his chin. Ghana

  supplied Cadbury-Schweppes with 60 per cent of its cocoa, which made up half the country’s export revenue.




  ‘Has anybody told you about these initiatives?’ I asked.




  ‘No,’ he said.




  ‘If they had been happening, would you have known about them?’




  ‘I would certainly have known about them,’ he replied.




  We weren’t sure how difficult it would be to find children working. Would the farms be guarded? Would our white faces be an impediment? How long

  would it take to get off the beaten track and deep enough into the cocoa belt? Should we just use the small camera? Should Ballo go on a recce first? Where exactly should we go? We reckoned we had

  one shot only before the police cottoned on and stopped us.




  Each option had its flaw. None was safe, so in the morning – armed with a plantation name from Coulibaly’s book – we just headed off, the three of us and the driver, along the

  main road toward a town called Sinfra. Just beyond it, we turned down a dirt track and came to a settlement where a group of men were walking across the road swinging machetes. Wooden huts were set

  around a tree. Men sat on the tree roots that had sprung out of the ground. Others squatted on stools. Ballo got out and asked. The men pointed for us to drive further along the track. They were

  uninterested. They had come back from a morning’s work and were sheltering from the sun.




  Once past the huts the track narrowed into a single lane with deeply ridged potholes that scraped the bottom of the vehicle. The driver slowed and then a work gang of children came around a

  corner. Some wore sandals. Some had rubber boots. Some were bare-chested. One had a khaki waistcoat torn into strips. One wore a yellow shirt, its logo too faded to read. One had a Nelson Mandela

  T-shirt. Most were bareheaded, but one had a floppy baseball cap decorated with red flowers. An older one, who turned out to be the gangmaster, was pushing a bicycle. I counted ten others and

  reckoned the youngest must have been six or seven. All of them carried machetes.




  As Ballo talked to them, another gang of children passed. After that came a group of women with baskets on their heads.




  ‘Some are from Mali,’ said Ballo. ‘Some are from Burkino Faso. ‘The gangmaster says they are working on his mother’s farm.’




  The gangmaster’s name was Bakary Diarra; he was slightly better dressed in a freshly laundered red sports shirt. But he was only fifteen, legally a child himself. At first he was arrogant,

  then defensive, then his face filled with confusion – a boy who should have been at school with teachers was charged with forcing children to work.




  First he said the children were all his brothers. As we pushed him, he claimed they were part of a school field trip. Then the children themselves chipped in, saying it wasn’t true.




  ‘We work the whole day in the field,’ said one, wiping his face with the bottom of his filthy shirt. ‘In the sun. Bent over. It is terrible.’




  The others nodded. Ballo asked if they got paid. They shook their heads, and Diarra tried to correct them.




  ‘He says they are paid about . . .’ He broke off to calculate. ‘. . . a dollar fifty or a pound a day.’ One of the older boys shouted over and Ballo’s forehead

  creased. ‘He says that’s between all of them, and they have never been paid.’




  Whatever the truth about their work and their payment, it was a We dnesday morning, and under the ILO convention 182 they should have been in the classroom – including Diarra. Under ILO

  convention 138 they should not have been carrying machetes because of the risks of injuring themselves. We were less than an hour’s drive from the NEPAD conference at our hotel.




  I took a note of their names.7 Only one said he knew his age – thirteen. The younger ones were confused about who their

  parents were. Their eyes went blank or fell to the ground.




  After talking to them, it was a strange moment. Pushing his bicycle, Diarra led them off down the track. Ballo advised us not to follow, but to leave before someone alerted the police and our

  tape was confiscated. We filmed them disappearing around a corner, the path narrowing with high green vegetation on both sides. Two boys lingered to look back. I guessed they were about ten. It was

  as if they were wondering who we were and what world we came from. For a few moments, they stared straight at us, then with a swing of their machetes, they turned decisively and vanished into the

  bush.




  Back in London, I gave their names to the Ivorian embassy and to Bob Eagle from the BCCCA, who had agreed to be interviewed. Once again, Nestlé, Mars, Cadbury and the others had refused

  to take part. We sat in Eagle’s central London office looking at the photographs of the children. It was unacceptable, he said.




  I told him that we had found them by going through Coulibaly’s records in Sikasso. I showed him photocopies I had taken from her book, and asked why nobody from the chocolate industry had

  been to see her.




  ‘The objective of the surveys is to look at what is going on in the field, in the cocoa-growing areas themselves, right now,’ he said.




  ‘Not to see the children themselves,’ I ventured.




  ‘I think if we look at the detail and objectives it is very much about what is going on in the villages and towns.’




  I told him about Appiah’s view from NEPAD that the poverty of the cocoa farmer was keeping the multinational in business – paying Bob Eagle’s salary, for example.




  ‘What we need to do is to make sure we can deliver as much cash into the pockets of the farmers as we possibly can,’ he said.




  ‘All right,’ I asked, ‘have you got a price in your mind that needs to be paid to do that?’




  ‘The world market price is the world market price,’ he said, stumbling on the words as he spoke. ‘And it varies according to whether or not demand is exceeding supply or supply

  is exceeding demand.’




  So often we hear the mantra of free trade and the world market price, cited with an ideological fervour comparable to that of Red Guards waving Mao Zedong’s Little Red Book –

  as if reform would ruin life as we know it.




  Five years later, I set off for the Ivory Coast again. The chocolate companies had failed to meet the protocol deadline of July 2005, claiming conditions, including the war,

  had made it too difficult. They had negotiated a new deadline with Harkin and Engel in Washington in July 2008.




  This was the first time I had returned since meeting Bakary Diarra and his child-labour gang near Yamassoukro. War had broken out. The country was now divided. Bouaké was the capital of

  the rebel breakaway north. French troops were deployed to keep the peace.




  My original plan had been to retrace our journey from Sikasso in Mali to the Ivory Coast’s commercial capital, Abidjan, dropping in on Coulibaly with her register of child slaves on the

  way. But we wouldn’t have made it past Bouaké. So I flew to Abidjan with Keith Morris as cameraman. We linked up with Ange Amboa, an Ivorian who covered the cocoa beat for Reuters, to

  work as our fixer. Because of the numerous dialects we would encounter, Ange brought along Kone, a linguist, to act as our interpreter.




  Before leaving London, I had called around the chocolate companies, hoping for a changed attitude. I was disappointed. There was still no filming in a chocolate factory and

  still no interviews with any executives. But the BCCCA did point me to a new organization called the International Cocoa Initiative, which I was told would speak on behalf of the industry.




  Its head, Peter McAllister, was a veteran of aid agencies and the developing world, and happened to be in Abidjan when we got there. When we met, he quickly distanced himself from the role of

  chocolate industry representative.




  ‘We’ve had some very difficult discussions with industry,’ he said, ‘trying to educate them to the reality, trying to help them think through their role and trying to

  encourage active engagement over many years. We’ve won some of those battles, but sometimes we’re frustrated.’




  ‘You mean they don’t quite get it?’




  ‘I was told very early on “We don’t do development” and I said you have to learn because you have supply chains that enter developing countries. You have to have a better

  understanding of the issues.’




  Some chocolate companies built cradle-to-grave communities in their own countries, ensuring safeguards for workers that were denied in many other industries. In Britain in 1879, Cadbury began to

  create Bournville just outside Birmingham, and in the early twentieth century Hershey created a town in its own name in Pennsylvania with schools, orphanages and so on. But, as Peter McAllister

  found out, there appeared to be a line drawn between caring for staff who processed chocolate and the farmers and their families who grew the cocoa beans.




  If Western multinationals didn’t get it, it seemed the Ivorian government didn’t either. That evening we met two officials in the prime minister’s secretariat handling the

  child slavery issue. They worked in a guarded, whitewashed, high-ceilinged French colonial building in Abidjan whose shabby corridors smelt of rain. Youssoof N’Djore was

  a slim, athletic man in his early forties and Acquah Assouan Amouan was a matronly figure with a striking blue and white dress, a woman of great presence.




  I had brought a carrier bag filled with various chocolate bars that we spread out on a table to make the interview more visual. I asked when we would see the certification on the wrapper as

  promised in the Cocoa Protocol.




  ‘They won’t have a stamp on it,’ said Amouan, turning a bar of Kit Kat in her hand.




  ‘But I thought that was what the chocolate companies had promised,’ I said.




  ‘It’s not a question of a stamp.’




  N’Djore picked up a chocolate bar and examined it. ‘You will not see any difference to the wrapper,’ he said. ‘The protocol is an obligation to have a system running, not

  to have the cocoa certified.’




  I wasn’t sure what that meant. In fact, everyone I spoke to seemed to have a different interpretation of what had been promised in the protocol. But the text was precise – ‘the

  development of global, industry-wide standards and independent monitoring, reporting and public certification to identify and eliminate any usage of the worst forms of child labor in the growing

  and processing of cocoa beans’.




  I cited that to N’Djore. He dropped the bar of chocolate onto the table and leant back in his chair. ‘This is a protocol for your society,’ he said. ‘Not for

  us.’




  ‘But you signed it.’




  ‘Yes. We were asked to.’




  Ange, who had been leaning silently against a wall, stepped forward and spoke softly in French. His cadence ebbed and flowed, sometimes dropping to a whisper. He was a big man, well over six feet, but he exuded a huge gentleness, mixing humility with favours. In handling the powerful of his societies, Ange knew exactly how to move. He was asking them to

  suggest somewhere we might go to see how the protocol was being implemented.




  ‘Oumé,’ he declared N’Djore. ‘This is our pilot project. If you go to Oumé, they will show you everything.’




  We went to Oumé and found just the mud-hut school built by villagers just one month earlier and we heard from Thomas Lasme that the money had dried up.




  So why isn’t it working? Why did the chocolate companies and the Ivorian government sign an agreement with Western democratically elected politicians that they have no will or ability to

  keep? The whole scenario was littered with paradoxes. The chocolate companies carry out practices that deeply worry their consumers, while the government’s policies do little to help their

  citizens.




  One reason is the way the money works. The multinationals are primarily responsible to their shareholders and not to the moral values of the consumer. As long as the consumer keeps buying the

  product the multinationals believe they are doing their jobs.




  In a similar way, the Ivorian government is responsible to those who pay their taxes and bring in revenue. The cocoa farmer himself is so poor that any tax he pays is negligible. The main

  revenue comes from the tax paid by the international cocoa buyers. The government’s economic relationship, therefore, is not with its citizens but with foreign companies. As long as the

  government keeps the cocoa supply routes open, the revenue will continue to roll in.




  The penniless cocoa farmer can only plead for decent roads, schools and hospitals from the position of a victim, not as a revenue-contributing citizen. The only recourse he

  has is one of protest, which invariably is put down by police or military.




  For the society to work, the axis between government, citizen and multinational has to change. The cocoa farmer has to make enough money for his tax payments to be a significant slice of the

  government’s revenue. And in the West, consumers have to stop buying morally suspect products to such an extent that the company’s shareholders feel threatened. This has been happening

  over the years with some success in the Fair Trade industry where multinationals pay farmers a set price that allows them to build clinics and schools and educate their children to a level where

  they have a choice of career beyond cocoa farming.




  Their products carry the stamp of certification that the Ivory Coast government said would not be on the chocolate bars.




  From Thomas Lasme’s dusty office in Oumé, we headed to Yamassoukro where the war had brought a leaden oppression. We pulled up at the President Hotel just before

  dark. The police and army were everywhere. Their brand-new vehicles overflowed from the car park and they hung around in the lobby, cigarette smoke blending with the smell of rotting mould from the

  velvet armchairs. The garden lights were broken. The swimming pool was empty, and prostitutes were at the bar. In my room, little had changed, except that the pink telephone didn’t work.




  The prime minister was in town, which is why we were there – to doorstep him outside a banquet. Charles Konan Banny, a banker by trade, was a transitional prime minister in a post-war deal

  hatched by the United Nations, the French and the Organization of African Unity. He walked out of the double doors of the hotel ballroom with an entourage of staff and

  security guards, a rotund, barrel-chested man in an expensively tailored suit and with an avuncular, shiny face that broke into a huge smile when I asked him about child slavery.




  ‘It doesn’t exist,’ he said, his eyes flitting toward an aide who nodded. ‘Believe me, it is a hundred per cent clean. It has always been a hundred per cent clean. Of

  course, it’s a matter of culture, you know. We don’t have slavery children in the field. The first right of a child is to go to school, but going to school does not mean that you should

  not help your parents if they are working the cocoa plantation. But they should not do hard work. So I’m convinced a hundred per cent that we will be able to certify the cocoa.’




  The prime minister swept off down the hallway toward the entrance. He must have had fifty people with him, all with their expensive vehicles supplied through that revenue-building relationship

  between the government and the multinational.




  I had hoped to retrace our steps back to Sinfra and the village where we had found the child slave-gang before. But, the next day, as we filmed general shots around Yamassoukro, we kept getting

  stopped by police – outside the hotel, near the Basilica, on high ground near an overpass – until Ange advised us to get away from the city altogether. We would go to Soufre, he said,

  where he knew people and then we’d head down to the big cocoa port at San Pédro.




  Once clear of Yamassoukro, we turned off the main road toward the cocoa farms. We passed a sign warning against child trafficking. It was the first indication that anyone was taking any action.

  It was on a post by the side of the road like an advertisement for a village fete. Keith asked if we should stop and film it. No need, I said, there were bound to be more. But

  I was wrong. Over the next three days, that was the only one we saw.




  We drove deeper into the cocoa belt, heading west toward the border with Liberia. We had to keep stopping to heave wooden planks onto broken bridges so that we could pass. At best the road was

  peppered with huge, lurching holes. At worst we were driving along a fast-running riverbed. Eventually we even had to abandon our four-wheel-drive and rent a flat-bed truck – the only vehicle

  that could deal with such appalling conditions.




  In the early afternoon, we met Sangone Lamine, a tall, elegant man, dressed in a freshly laundered cotton smock and grey trousers. He had been farming cocoa since 1975 and he lived with his

  extended family in a cluster of mud huts. Although neatly kept, it was primitive beyond imagination.




  When he started out more than thirty years ago, Sangone Lamine said he was being paid 30 pence (US$0.60) a kilo for his cocoa, exactly the same price as he was being paid now. Over the same

  thirty-year period, the chocolate industry’s income had increased more than fourfold and was worth more than US$70 billion a year.




  ‘How much do you need?’ I asked, ‘to make ends meet?’




  We were sitting on low stools in his immaculately brushed earthen front yard. He closed his eyes, thinking deeply, before he answered.




  ‘We need three to four times what we are getting now,’ he said, which pretty much matched the inflation rate between then and when he began farming more than thirty years ago. It was

  also in line with the Fair Trade rate.




  His small family settlement was spotless. It reminded me of Moumino Syllo’s village in Mali. The ground was swept and the pots washed and smoke rose vertically in the still air from a fire

  of dried cocoa husks.




  A cocoa buyer had been there a couple of days earlier and there didn’t seem much work to do. A girl dozed lying on the ground using a pair of blue plastic sandals as

  a pillow. One of his sons and wife sat on stools, leaning back against the mud wall of the house. Children ran here and there. Sangone’s other children had headed off to the cities to find

  work and bring in money. The family didn’t even have a small motorbike. There was no telephone or electricity, of course. They lived in a rhythm of rural Africa, cut off (not least by the

  appalling condition of the road) from what the think tanks so fashionably call ‘civil society’.




  Sangone picked up his machete that was leaning against a tree trunk and led us a few yards to where his plantation started. The ground was covered with leaves. Sunlight speckled through. The

  cocoa pods were light green and hung in clusters like small rugby balls. He plucked one off, held it in the palm of his left hand and made two slices on the pod, one across and one along. Then he

  flipped off the skin with his thumb.




  ‘Try one,’ he said.




  The beans were covered in a sticky white milk. I took one out and put it in my mouth. It was very bitter, almost inedible, then slowly that seductive taste that makes a chocolate bar what it is

  came through. To reciprocate, I asked if he wanted to try some chocolate we had brought.




  ‘Yes,’ he said enthusiastically. He had never even seen it.




  Tentatively, he pulled a chocolate biscuit out of a packet. He first nibbled, rather as I had done the cocoa bean. Then, as the taste took, he munched it keenly and I gave him the whole

  packet.




  ‘It’s good,’ he said. ‘Really good.’




  ‘Show him how much it cost,’ I asked Kone who was translating.




  Kone pointed out the price label. Sangone couldn’t read. So Kone told him. Momentarily, Sangone stopped eating, his mouth filled with chocolate biscuit. His eyes

  bulged and he asked Kone to repeat.




  ‘Why so much?’ he said.




  As we walked back, I recalled the complaint of Dr Francis Appiah of NEPAD that export tariffs made it too expensive to produce chocolate here. If that is how the system had been set up,no wonder

  Sangone had never tasted chocolate. No wonder, also that the system had left Sangone so poor and uneducated. It was as if globalization deliberately did not include those who made the raw products

  because the extra cost involved would skew – as the chocolate industry’s advocate Bob Eagle so delicately put it – that sacrosanct ‘world market price’.




  We drove deeper into the cocoa belt, bumping through the lush, reeling landscape that was filled with smells of truck diesel and fresh rain. The red-brown dirt of the road had been softened and

  often collapsed into cavernous flooded potholes.




  The further we went the more we saw children with machetes, many with wounds that were untreated because we were far from medical help. At one village, we cleaned wounds and put on antiseptic

  cream from our basic first aid kit. Then, a few miles on, we found two boys, standing by the side of the road on the edge of a cocoa plantation – and we stopped.




  Their names were Marc and Fabrice Kwame. As Kone started talking to them they offered to take us into the plantation. They led us to the farmer, who was talkative and uptight. His name was Kanga

  John Kwame. The two boys were his sons, he said. They were both aged twelve, but from different mothers, both of whom lived far away.




  Kone translated, but added: ‘He’s hiding things. Anyone can tell. These boys are working cocoa.’




  ‘Ask him why they’re not at school,’ I said. ‘Shouldn’t they be at school today?’




  ‘Absolutely. It’s Tuesday. Today’s a school day.’




  Kone fell back into conversation. We were walking through the plantation, moving from sunlight to shade between clumps of cocoa trees. Kwame was bare-chested. Marc and Fabrice had on sandals and

  ragged sports shorts, so worn that it was impossible to tell the logo.




  ‘He says he is a farmer and he is teaching the boys to be farmers so he is educating them,’ said Kone, breaking off from his translation to listen more to Kwame, who was angrily

  tapping his fingers against his chest.




  ‘He says life is very poor in the Ivory Coast,’ translated Kone. ‘This is how we live. We make no money.’




  We tried to talk to Marc and Fabrice, but Kwame kept interrupting. We left them and pressed on.




  The further we went, the worse it became. In village after village, plantation after plantation, we saw children’s wounds running septic and covered with flies. Many had dripping noses and

  protruding stomachs, symptoms of malnourishment. These were the child workers of the chocolate industry, thousands and thousands of them, their illegal work delivering a luxury into Western

  shops.




  We wanted to keep going, but we also needed to get back to the main road before dark. Ange had warned that in the late afternoon checkpoints were set up, some military, some by an agricultural

  union – all demanding money, all carrying guns, and some of the gunmen drunk.




  We turned round and on the way back, standing alone by the side of the road, looking a little lost as if he were waiting for us, was Marc Kwame. From the look on his face, it was clear he wanted

  to say something, but he didn’t seem to know how. He was a child with raw human emotion, but denied everything a child naturally yearns for – a mother, an

  education, a sense of play and expression. As he spoke, his lip trembled and his eyes filled with sadness.




  ‘He used to go to school,’ said Kone, ‘ but this man who calls himself their father said there was no one to work the farm, so he took him out of school.’




  Marc fell silent, his eyes dropping to the ground, then he looked nervously back at the line of trees that marked the start of the plantation.




  ‘And your mother?’ I asked.




  Marc spoke softly, his fingers pawing his filthy, torn shirt.




  ‘He doesn’t know,’ said Kone. ‘She is far away. He doesn’t remember her face and it makes him unhappy.’




  We asked Marc where we could buy some cocoa. He pointed to a stall a couple of hundred yards away. We parked the truck and bought a sack.




  I wanted to see how the supply chain worked, where the provenance of the bean became obscured, and why the chocolate companies insisted that it was impossible for them to know where their raw

  product came from – hence disclaiming responsibility. Fifty per cent of the world’s cocoa was grown in this country, yet Mars, Nestlé, Hershey and the rest of them said they

  couldn’t source it.




  If you buy even a cheap bottle of wine from the supermarket, the chances are it’ll tell you exactly where the grape is grown, often with a drawing of the vineyard. But look at most

  chocolate bars, and you will have no idea where the cocoa bean is grown.




  As mentioned a little earlier, the road conditions were appalling partly because the people living here paid no taxes therefore could make no economic demands on the government. Given that the

  road outside my own house in London is constantly being dug up and resurfaced, it would not have taken much to fix the road along which Sangone Lamine lived. Aid organizations

  have estimated that whole issue could have been solved, including the building of basic infrastructure, with less than 1 per cent of the chocolate industry’s annual revenue.
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