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Child labour is a critical issue in artisanal and small-scale mining (ASM) in the Democratic Republic of
Congo. The case of Kolwezi in Lualaba is of interest because the area is known as the capital of cobalt,
a strategic mineral for the transition to a low-carbon economy. Since 2017, global demand for cobalt
has been soaring and this raises the question of working conditions in the ASM. This paper attempts to
provide a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of child labour in artisanal cobalt mining. The
objective is to analyse the political and socio-economic drives of child labour in Kolwezi. By drawing on
the current state of the literature and reports on child labour in the mines, as well as field survey, we
investigate the social, political, and economic causes of child labour. Results suggest that children's
involvement in the artisanal labour market is caused by poverty status, parental conceptions, income
inequalities and market imperfections. The implication is that a holistic approach is required to
effectively address the problem of child labour. Such an approach must consider both the situation of
the child and the household where child labour occurs. The study emphasizes the importance of

sensitization of parents and a holistic approach in all initiatives to eradicate child labour in ASM.

Key words: child labour, ASM, critical modern slavery, pivotal child.

INTRODUCTION

“There are no children here. We regularly check at the
entrance to ensure that all miners are over 18" (Focus
group, Kolwezi, September 2021).

Since parts of the global economy are moving away
from carbon-led energy systems, the demand for cobalt
used for solar photovoltaics and batteries in electric
vehicles is soaring (Bazilian, 2018). The market value of
cobalt is projected to be more than double between 2021
and 2027, from an estimated 8.57 billion US dollars in
2021 to a forecasted 17.39 billion US dollars in 2027
(Statista, 2022). At the upstream of the cobalt supply

chain, demands are directed above all towards the rich
deposits in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).
According to the U.S. Geological Survey (2022), the
global cobalt production was 170000 metric tons in 2021,
with the DRC contributing up to 120000 tons.

In DRC, cobalt is mainly produced industrially. However
the labour intensive artisanal and small scale mining
sector (ASM) contributes between 15% (BGR, 2019) and
30% (De Silva et al., 2019) to DRC'’s total cobalt exports.

According to UNICEF (2014), more than 40000 children
are working in hazardous conditions in mines of southern
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DRC, with a majority in the cobalt sector. For International
Labour Organization (ILO) (2005), “child labour in mining
and quarrying is in virtually all cases, a worst form of child
labour because of the extent and severity of hazards and
the risks of death, injury and disease.” In ASM simple
tools as shovels and chisels are used to dig
undergrounded shafts under precarious and hazardous
working conditions (Geenen, 2018; Hentschel et al.,
2003; Hilson, 2011; Rothenberg and Radley, 2014).
About 40% of the Congolese artisanal mining labour
force is younger than 18 years (Tsurukawa et al., 2011;
World Vision, 2013).

The vast literature on child labour is not unanimous on
the question of whether children should be allowed to
work or not. The work-free childhood discourses argue
directly or indirectly that children should not work. These
approaches, embedded in a Eurocentric view, are used
by international organisations to mobilize practitioners
and media in various programs to eradicate child work
suggesting that work-free childhood has to be the global
norm (Abebe and Bessell, 2011). Studies on child labour
in ASM tend to consider children as modern slaves, and
adopting work-free childhood discourses, they emphasize
child exploitation (see for example Free the Slaves, 2011,
Kyamwami, 2013; Sovacool, 2021). This focus on
exploitation suggests a ban on imports of goods the
production of which involve child labour (Emerson, 2009).
This paper argued in line with other scholars (Hilson,
2010; Jonah and Abebe, 2019; Kesby et al., 2006;
Okyere, 2013, 2018) that these policy interventions are
based on idealized Western norms and obscure rather
than reveal realities of childhood in the Global South.
Proposing the eradication of child labour as a panacea
(ILO, 2005, 2011) tends to overlook the complexity of
children's daily lives (Hilson, 2010, 2012; Okyere, 2018;
Owusu et al., 2021) and may even worsen the situation of
poor families and their children (Basu and Tzannatos,
2003; Emerson, 2009; Fors, 2012; Gnanou, 2017).

To unpack the situation of children in the South, we
suggest mobilizing the socialization, critical modern
slavery, and labour precarity perspectives. Child labour is
embedded in a specific social and cultural trait such that
it constitutes itself a socialization process (Potter and
Lupilya, 2016; Togunde and Carter, 2006) as a means of
transmitting values from parents to children. This means
that the child is not only a natural category but a socio-
cultural construction (Abebe and Bessell, 2011; James
and Prout, 1997). Thus, an understanding of the social
and cultural contexts in which children's work takes place
is crucial in order to address hazardous child labour
(Morrow and Boyden, 2010).

In this paper, we ask for the social, political, and
economic causes of child labour in artisanal cobalt mining
in Kolwezi, the Katanga province of DRC.

Social childhood research should address both the
connection and the contradiction between the global and
the local dimensions of childhood (Liebel, 2020). Thus,

limiting the reasoning to neo-abolitionist discourses
restricts our scope of understanding and leads to the
inaccurate formulation of public interventions that can
create unintended harm to children (Maconachie and
Hilson, 2016; Myers, 2001; Okyere, 2018).

Some researchers have challenged these Eurocentric
child labour “norms” in Zimbabwe (Robson, 2004), Ghana
(Hilson, 2010; Okyere, 2013) and Sierra Leone
(Maconachie and Hilson, 2016). In this study, we draw
upon this work not to idealize child labour (Okyere, 2013)
but to highlight that child labour in ASM is more complex
and multifaceted than it appears to be from an
international abolitionist perspective. Robson (2004)
points out that there is a need to de-emphasize the
Northern myths of childhood as a time for play and
innocence. This study contributes then to a critical
rethinking of the mainstream work-free childhoods’
argument to enhance the understanding on why children
work.

In the following, we first present the conceptual
framework locating this research among critical modern
slavery, socialization, and labour precarity approaches.
Then, in the third section we outline the methodology and
research ethics explaining that data were collected
through interviews with experts, parents and children. We
present the context of ASM in the fourth section, insisting
on mining governance and the proximity of mining
activities to residential houses. Finally, in the fifth section,
we discuss the results of our investigations by discussing
how poverty, parents’ behaviour, income inequalities and
market imperfections affect child labour.

Approaching child labour: conceptual framework

Around 160 million children worldwide work (ILO and
UNICEF, 2021). The ILO defines child labour as a “work
that deprives children of their childhood, their potential
and their dignity, and that is harmful to physical and
mental development” (ILO, 2022). To promote respect for
fundamental rights at work, the ILO introduced the
Minimum Age Convention (C138) in 1973 which was
reinforced by Convention 182 on the worst forms of child
labour (WFCL), signed in 1999 and ratified by ILO
members. Convention C138 sets this minimum age at 15
years but accepts that children of thirteen or fourteen can
do light work.

Child labour in sub-Saharan Africa is above all poverty
driven (Bass, 2004; Hentschel et al., 2003; Maconachie
and Hilson, 2016; Mwami et al.,, 2002; Owusu et al.,
2021). In their analysis of child labour in Tanzania,
Mwami et al. (2002) argue that the main explanation for
children's involvement in ASM is the inability of parents to
meet children’s basic needs. However, the poverty
assumption is challenged by Bhalotra and Heady (2003)
who found that children in land-rich households are more
likely to work because of imperfections in labour and land



markets.

To analyse accurately the work of children in ASM, we
use the approaches of socialization, labour precarity, and
a critical perspective on modern slavery. These three
strands of debate disassociate themselves from the
mainstream work-free childhoods discourse and provide
space for a complex analysis of child experiences.

The remainder of this section discusses first the
approach of modern slavery, then the theory of
socialization, and finally labour precarity in ASM. Bales
(2016) provides examples of modern slaves in the mines,
suggesting that slavery is not a practice relegated to the
past. The 1926 slavery convention of the League of
Nations defines slavery as “the status or condition of a
person over whom any or all of the powers attaching to
the right of ownership are exercised” (Mende, 2019). The
conceptualization of slavery in the 21st century differs
from its historical forms but the victims in both cases
suffer from dehumanization through the loss of freewill,
power, and identity (Derby, 2009). Studying child labour
through the lens of modern slavery is embedded in the
international advocacy for the eradication of WFCL
including child mining. ASM is an unsafe environment for
both adults and children and numerous studies highlight
issues such as the harsh working conditions of non-stop
work underground, lack of safety measures, poor
hygiene, lack of appropriate equipment, fatal accidents,
and health hazards (Amnesty International, 2016; Banza
Lubaba Nkulu et al, 2018, Hermes Investment
Management, 2017; Rothenberg and Radley, 2014,
Sovacool, 2021).

Critical modern slavery studies question this dominant
approach to contemporary slavery. Mende (2019)
highlights five critical points: Her first critique is that
slavery is defined as a homogeneous concept with a
clear distinction between the slaves and the non-slaves
although in actuality “people’s experience of exploitation,
abuse, powerlessness and restriction ranges along a
continuum” (O’Connell Davidson, 2010). The second line
of criticism she makes is against the broad consensus
that modern slavery is an absolute evil to be fought
against. Such a conceptualization does not only distort
the consideration of the diversity of situations of
exploitation and oppression but also leads to a
depoliticization of slavery (Mende, 2019; Davidson, 2010)
undermining the analytical acuity. Her third point relates
to the emotionalization of modern slavery, which falls
again into the binary trap of juxtaposing the North with
the South, that is, the saviour with the victim who needs
to be rescued. Fourth, she highlights the limitations of
anti-slavery policies that ended up repressing slaves
rather than slavery. This is visible in anti-trafficking
policies which lead to a legitimization of state restrictions
not only on trafficking itself but also on migration in
general (Aradau, 2008; Mende, 2019). As a last point of
critigue, Mende identifies that slavery research focuses
only on one dimension of power, that is control, and
neglects the structural, discursive normalizing, and latent

Batano et al. 71

power dimensions (Choi-Fitzpatrick, 2017; Mende, 2019)

For the situation of the child in the South, it is crucial
not to detach child labour from the social, political, and
economic environment in which it is shaped. The neo-
abolitionist discourses lead to a legitimization of a ban on
child labour (through a boycott of products supposedly
containing child labour). Despite the probably good
intention behind this,* understanding the root causes of
child labour is important as “a blind and uncritical
acceptance of international codes and agreements on
child labour could have an adverse impact on children”
(Maconachie and Hilson, 2016). And even the work-free
approach differentiation between harmless and harmful
labour undermines an accurate understanding of the
situation of children (Bourdillon 2019; White, 2009) by
focusing on harm and neglecting the benefits for children
(Bourdillon, 2019). Robson (2004), for example, calls for
a shift from Northern myths about childhood to an
acknowledgement of children’s role in caring for HIV-
positive adults. The present study builds on these critical
views to analyse the causes of child labour. The focus is
on an in-depth analysis of the lives of children in the
mines, not limited to physical harm, but integrating a
more comprehensive understanding of children’s
experiences.

The second conceptual device is socialization which
refers to the basic process of social interaction by which
people acquire behaviours essential for effective
participation in society (Gaitan, 2014). Children’s work
cannot be analysed independent of the socio-cultural
patterns in which it is produced. According to Mazrui
(1986), cited by Bass (2004), the Africa triple heritage —
indigenous, Islamic and colonial influences — shapes
children’s lives in Africa today and both indigenous and
colonial® factors seem relevant to us in the case of DRC’s
history. In general, children in Africa participate from a
very young age in domestic and field activities (Gnanou,
2017:85); indigenous cultures consider child work as part
of household production which serve the purpose of
preparing the child for his future adult role (Bass, 2004).
Socio-cultural norms not only provide the meaning of
what a child is and what childhood implies (Karikari,
2016) but also convey the conception of child labour as a
means of informal apprenticeship transmitting valuable
skills (Bass, 2004; Bourdillon and Mutambwa, 2014;
Kielland and Tovo, 2006; Krauss, 2016). This
apprenticeship relationship between the child and his
mentor can in some contexts drift towards exploitation
(Kielland and Tovo, 2006:75-88; Krauss, 2016). The

! Some scholars are sceptical of this strategy because, in sub-Saharan Africa,
the industrial sector is small and it employs less or no children making the
effect of this policy marginal at the continental level (Bass, 2004; Gnanou,
2017).

2 Most African countries have experienced periods of colonization by Western
countries and have developed an extroverted agriculture oriented towards the
export of crops where children were employed though the work of children was
inconspicuos in colonial labour statistics because it passed as that of the
household head (Bass, 2004; Grier, 2006).
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Critical modern slavery

Child labour in ASM

Labour precarity

Figure 1. Conceptual framework.
Source: Conception of the authors.

allegation that child labour is socio-culturally specific
(Abebe and Bessell, 2011; Bourdillon, 2013; Bourdillon
and Mutambwa, 2014; Togunde and Carter, 2006; White,
2009) should not obscure that the context itself is
changing. As pointed by Keshy et al. (2006:187) “values
and forms of socialization seen as ‘traditional’ are not
static formulas handed down from the past but dynamic
systems of knowledge/power that are constantly adapting
as people struggle to maintain or change them.” This
raises hybrid conceptions of childhood influenced by the
current  political-economic  configurations. Such a
combination constitutes an angle of analysis that can
provide further insights into the current experiences of
children in ASM and is the focus of this study.

The third concept is labour precarity. In sub-Saharan
Africa, children are affected by political and economic
constraints such as poverty, debt, corruption, war, ethnic
conflict, disease, international competition and ineffective
legislation (Bass, 2004). During the debt crisis of the
1980s, structural adjustment programme forced countries
to adopt austerity measures regarding social spending.
These measures undermined the provision of social
protection (Cooper, 2018), left workers in situations of
precarity (Barchiesi and Querrien, 2017) and increased
child poverty and child labour in some countries (Abebe
and Bessell, 2011; Robson, 2004).

The attention to political economy highlights the
dynamics that shape child labour (Abebe, 2021), as
power relations that define wealth distribution can
impoverish some households and increase the need for
child labour. The labour precarity conditions in the ASM
of Lualaba result from a historical burden linked to the
decline of parastatal structures (Dibwe Dia Mwembu,
2001; Makori, 2017; Rubbers, 2010, 2017) which revived
the ASM. Currently, this sector is also subjected to
capitalist market forces where the miner has little
bargaining power (Kabemba and Mukuli, 2020).

To sum up, we draw on concepts of labour precarity
(Cooper, 2018; Geenen, 2021; Makori, 2017) and
socialization (Bass, 2004; Gnanou, 2017; Kielland and
Tovo, 2006) as well as a rethinking of the modern slaves’
narratives (Brace and Davidson, 2018; Maconachie and

Socialization

Hilson, 2016; Mende, 2019; O’Connell Davidson, 2010;
Simic and Blitz, 2019) to analyse the causes of child
labour. This conceptual framework allows for a deeper
analysis of children’s experiences that goes beyond the
work-free approach. Figure 1 shows the conceptual
framework.

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH ETHICS

This study is based on a fieldwork carried out in Kolwezi from
September to December 2021. The data were collected by
qualitative tools including semi-structured interviews, focus groups
and observation at artisanal mining sites.

A total of 27 semi-structured interviews were conducted with key
stakeholders such as SAEMAPE (Service for Assistance and
Supervision of Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining), administrative
authorities and leaders of mining cooperatives in Lualaba, NGOs,
parents (including head of households) and children. As the
spectrum of actors was diverse, we developed three different
survey instruments: for experts (E), for parents (P), and for children
(C). The topics of the interviews were related to the role of actors in
ASM, the causes of child labour, parents’ views on their children’s
work and the interaction between mining activities and education.
Semi-structured interviews with experts were conducted either at
the workplace, to ensure that the interviewees were in a familiar
space, or in another location chosen by the respondents. Purposive
and snowballing strategies were important in locating expert-
informants. At the end of the semi-structured interview, we asked
them to refer us other informants with relevant knowledge on child
labour. Being introduced to a respondent by another was helpful
since people were reluctant to talk due to the sensitivity of the topic.
The discussion with the parents took place either on the mine site
during the day or at their homes in the evening. The interviews
were conducted in French (for most interviews with experts) or in
Swalhili (for most parents and children). A purposive sampling was
used to locate parents and children.

The focus of the three focus group discussions conducted at
ASM was to understand the causes and effects of child labour. The
focus group with the board members of two mining cooperatives
concentrated on their perceptions and understanding of the causes
of child labour. The two other focus groups with parents and
children aimed to explore the frequency of children's presence in
the mines, the relationship between parents and working children,
and the causes of child labour. The research team also carried out
field observations at selected mine sites. The observation focused
on the physical space where children perform their activities, the
tools used and the attitude of the digger-parents in the mines. At



Batano et al. 73

Cobalt production in tonnes, 2021¢

140000
120000
100000
80000
60000
40000
20000

0

< -2 2

N S N &
Q Q))‘? (;é’b ' Q\(\ RS
V‘\) .§\Q (@)

< I

Figure 2. Cobalt production in tonnes, 2021e, e=estimated.
Source: Based on data from U.S. Geological Survey (2022).

the end of each visit, field notes were drafted, and they allowed for
an in-depth understanding of the opinions expressed during the
interviews. The research assistants helped to decode specific
words related to the dialect used on the site.

The use of a variety of respondents allowed us to produce data
that covered a wide range of aspects related to child labour in ASM
in Lualaba. The results provide an understanding of the complex
nature of children’s involvement in cobalt mining. However, we
cannot claim that these results are applicable to the whole mining
sector in DRC and this is not the purpose of this study. Artisanal
mining sites in the DRC differ according to the type of minerals
extracted but also the episodes of war experienced.

The issue of child labour in mining is a very sensitive one and
respondents needed to be assured that the research was being
conducted strictly for scientific purposes. Child labour is prohibited
by law and takes place in hiding. To increase the comfort of
respondents, two assistants with experience in artisanal mining
research were recruited locally.

The data collected are reported anonymously. The research
team always requested the respondent’s voluntary participation.
The respondent was reassured that he could participate or not, and
that he could also discontinue his participation without any
consequences for him.

Participants were given a form with detailed information about the
purpose of the research, the use of the data, the respect of
confidentiality and the contact information of the persons
responsible for the research for any inquiry. To interview children,
consent was required from the children themselves as well as their
parents.

Context of artisanal mining

Cobalt mining in DRC

As a by-product of copper mining, cobalt deposits are
mainly located in the south-eastern provinces of Haut-
Katanga and Lualaba, the Congolese part of the so-

called copper belt (Kabemba and Mukuli, 2020).
Depending on the pace of the global energy transition,
cobalt demand could increase by 143 to 370% between
2020 and 2040 (Manley et al., 2022). Figure 2 shows the
cobalt production in tonnes in 2021.

DRC accounts for more than 70% of the world cobalt
reserve and is the leading producer of cobalt from mines
(U.S. Geological Survey, 2022), “in 2020, 70% of the
country’s cobalt production was provided by five
companies: KCC (Glencore), Tenke Fungurume Mining
(TFM, owned by CMOC), Metalkol (ERG), Somidez
(CNMC) and STL (Gécamines)” (Malu-Malu, 2021) and
the market price went up to 51267 USD per ton in
September 2022 (Mines.cd, 2022). Kolwezi with an
estimated population of 510000 is the provincial capital of
Lualaba and one of the most important mining centres for
copper, cobalt, uranium, and radium. Figure 3a and b
show the study location and some mining sites.

In 1906, the Belgian colonizer founded the Union
Miniere du haut Katanga (UMHK) — lately renamed
Gécamines — which was the jewel of the Congolese
mining industry (Rubbers, 2015). In 1938 Kolwezi town
was founded by the UMHK as the headquarters of its
newly created western division (Mthembu-Salter, 2009).

From 1928 to 1961, this industrial company
implemented a stabilization policy for the workers in order
to avoid high rates of turnover in a situation of increasing
rivalry from other mining companies, for instance, those
from Rhodesia (Dibwe Dia Mwembu, 2001). This social
policy of Gécamines took care of the employer's nuclear
family (wife and children) to ensure that it provided a
quality workforce for the capitalist industry.

During the 1990s, the Congolese mining sector
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collapsed due to war, crises and economic
mismanagement, thus the state-owned company
bankrupted and ASM developed (Al Barazi et al., 2017).

Governance problems in a fragile state

The DRC has a clear legal framework concerning child
labour. The DRC labour code (2002) defines all workers’

rights and regulations regarding labour, it also prohibits
the employment of children under the age of 16. Article
26 of the mining code prohibits children under 18 years of
age to enter mining (Code minier, 2018). The report of
Amnesty International (2016) highlights gaps and
weaknesses in Congolese mining regulation such that the
country fails to protect miners (and children) from human
rights abuse. The legal framework is not effectively
implemented due to limitations related to the



implementation budget, dissemination in local languages,
weak sanctions (COTECCO, 2020) and corruption
(according to a community leader).

In a discussion, an agent from SAEMAPE stated that
children are no longer present in cobalt ASM: “We are
doing our best to withdraw children from mines, if you
check at all the formal mining sites, you cannot find
children.” This assertion is underscored by members of
the cooperatives’ management committee, one of whom
stated: “In this mining site there are no children,
everything is controlled at the entrance. We ask for the
voter’s card to ensure that the digger is an adult. If we
find a child, he is immediately chased away.” The
COTECCO report mentions 17 state and 20 non-state
institutions involved in this fight. However, currently the
government fails to properly coordinate all these actors
by defining intervention domains (as health, nutrition,
education, etc.).

Proximity between artisanal sites and

residential houses

mining

Lualaba province is characterized by the cohabitation of
communities and mineshafts. An illustrative case is
Kasulo. This mining site was a residential area. Around
2014, a resident who was digging a toilet found ore and
started selling to trading houses (Expert 6). Several
residents stepped over and started digging inside their
houses and discovered that they could also find minerals.
Then the government decided to relocate the people to
Samukinda and the concessions were sold to Congo
Dongfang Mining (CDM).

A human right activist explained that in the artisanal

mining sites located far from the houses, it is difficult to
find children, but for the sites close to the communities,
the proximity of the mines to children’s houses creates
real temptation. During holidays, if the kids do not have
place for leisure, they go to ASM. Respondents underline
that the mine joins the child at home. In some residential
areas, heads of households fence off their plots with
sheet metal to ensure that they can work without being
seen or disturbed while digging underground for minerals
(E5, EG6). Then, child labour takes place within the
household and not at a mining site per se.
In Lualaba, this proximity of housing to mining sites is
rooted in its historical configuration, said a human right
activist. During the colonial period, the city was shaped to
serve the capitalist system of extraction and evacuation
of minerals. Thus, the workers’ camps had to be close to
their workplace, the mines. These residential areas,
commonly called “cite”, include locations as Kapata,
Musonoi, Lwilu, and Mutoshi, among others. When
Gécamines collapsed, some of its concessions were
given either to mining cooperatives or to private
companies. The artisanal mining sector has mushroomed
in the surrounding and children who live in these “cites”
have easy mobility to enter artisanal mining.
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Quantification of child labour in Kolwezi

It is difficult to quantify child labour in mining (E1, E2, E9)
as it is prohibited by the Congolese mining law, and thus,
illegal. In addition, children are irregulars at the mining
sites because they go to school or move constantly from
one site to another.

In 2014, UNICEF estimated that 40000 of children were
involved in artisanal mining in the south of DRC
(UNICEF, 2014). The Bundesanstalt far
Geowissenschaften und Rohstoffe (BGR) estimated that
the number was 2500 children in the Haut Katanga and
Lualaba (BGR, 2019). This lends credibility to informants
who said that child labour is hidden, and the number
fluctuates considerably. An administrative authority
affirmed that there were 9000 children in Lualaba in 2017
and that it was difficult to get current statistics for 2021.
According to a human right activist, children in Kolwezi
work mostly on the surface, carrying out a variety of tasks
such as washing the stones, digging with picks and
shovels, collecting mineral stones at the surface,
transporting minerals from the shaft to the trucks, sorting,
and performing petty trade of water, food or cheap
alcohol.

Drivers of child labour in Kolwezi
Subsistence poverty

Experts, parents, and children underline that the main
reason for children's involvement in mining is povertys.
One woman said that she is a widow and did not have
enough money to feed her family of ten, so two of her
children worked in the quarry carrying bags from the pit to
the truck to earn between 3000 and 5000 CDF
(Congolese Democratic Francs) a day®. The situation of
poverty hinders the eradication of child labour. A civil
society member said: “It is difficult to remove children
from mines because of poverty. These children can be
driven out today and come back tomorrow. The police
can chase them and when they get home their parents
tell them to go to another site.”

When cobalt prices rise, people come flocking to
Kolwezi from neighbouring regions. These are poor, and
food insecure households, said an administrative
authority. Some families, coming from other provinces,
send their children to the ASM because they are not able
to feed them. These children stay near the restaurants on
the outskirts of the mining sites to help the restaurant
owners by cleaning the dishes and get food as payment
for the day (E3, E4, E5, P9).

The fact that child labour is poverty-driven is widely
supported by the literature (Basu and Van, 1998; Fors,
2012; Hamenoo et al., 2018; Hilson, 2010, 2012). Child

% Poverty is addressed in absolute terms.
* During the time of fieldwork, 2000 CDF was equivalent to 1 USD.
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Table 1. Some indicators in DRC.

Year 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
GDP per capita (current US$) 334.02 387.08 424.6 457.96 486.79 497.32 471.32 467.07 565.83 596,56 543.95 584.11
Poverty rate 70 na 63.4 na na na na na na 73.1 na na
na= Data not available.
Source: World Bank (2022), INS (Kibala Kuma, 2020).
labour outside the household is more than twice One mother said: “I came here with my two days he doesn’'t need me there. So, | go to the

as prevalent among the poorest 20% of
households compared to the richest 20% (Faber
et al., 2017).

DRC is among poor countries in the world; in
2019, its GDP per capita was 596,56 USD and its
poverty rate was 73,1%, suggesting that 7 out of
10 Congolese are below the poverty line (Table
1). Our fieldwork suggests that poverty interacts
with other aspects such as parent behaviour,
income inequality and market imperfections in
perpetuating child labour in Lualaba (Figure 4).

Parents behaviour and child labour
Parents’ and community’s socio-cultural
conceptions of child work

Parents’ views on child labour differed depending
on their income levels. Parents who considered
themselves to have sufficient income compared to
their neighbourhoods were against child labour,
one head of household said: “Children should not
work in ASM, parents should provide for them.
Yesterday evening, my wife told me that my 15-
year-old son went to the quarry during the day. |
thundered at the child and told him never to go
there again. The quarry is bad for children
because it corrupts their morals and leads them to
be irregular at school.”

But less fortunate parents had nuanced views.

daughters, they help me to clean the mineral, and
children should help their parents.” The idea that
the child must contribute to the well-being of the
family and that child labour is one such
contribution is supported by interviews E2, E10,
P1, P8, and is similar to the “child going to farm
narrative” (Hilson, 2010, 2012; Kielland and Tovo,
2006). Africa has a long history of child labour in
the domestic and agricultural spheres (Bass,
2004) such that child work is not a new
phenomenon. The lack of sufficient means to
support the family amplifies this socio-cultural tacit
acceptance of child labour in Lualaba. Some
parent’s construct of childhood differs from the
Eurocentric conception of work-free childhood but
is closer to the socialization argument and to the
concept of “other childhoods” theorized by Kesby
et al. (2006).

These apprehensions are influenced by the
Africa indigenous culture, the place of agriculture,
and the role of colonization (Mazrui, 1986). Our
materials are consistent with Gnanou’s point that
in traditional society, socialization focuses on
learning duties and roles to conform to the group
rather than on individual freedoms and this
legitimates child labour (Gnanou, 2017).

Hilson (2010) suggested that children’s work in
the mine is a transposition of children’s work in
the fields alongside their parents and this is
present in our material as well. A young boy said:
“| often go help my dad in the fields, and some

artisanal mine to collect the minerals.” For this kid,
working in the field and working in the artisanal
mine are alike. Another aspect that emerges from
interviews is a desire for intergenerational
transmission of skills. For some parents, it is
normal for an artisan like a carpenter to pass on
skills by training his children, and in a similar way,
the adult artisanal digger can do the same. Such a
consideration of children’s work as an
apprenticeship process is consistent with the
findings of Kielland and Tovo (2006).

Education

Access to education remains a challenge in DRC.
Before September 2019, parents had to pay
school fees and other school expenses from
primary school onwards. Due to precarious labour
conditions, some parents were unable to provide
for their kids. Thus, some children went into
mining after dropping out from school while others
considered ASM as a means to generate extra
income for school related expenses. Our material
suggests that access to education and child
labour participation appear to be both substitutive
and complementary.

For migrant families, the pressing issue is not
school enrolment; household poverty and
workforce requirement in ASM overweigh the
parent’s need to educate their children. Child work



substitutes for school attendance. Some kids drop out
because their parents do not have enough money to take
care of them. A 17 year-girl affirmed: “I stopped studying
two years ago. My father died and my mother did not
have enough money to pay for us, we are eight children.
So, | started to collect stones from the cobalt ores up to
now.”

Complementarity stems from the fact that children work
at the mine in order to access education. In such cases
children can go to ASM during holidays to be able to
afford school fees and other furniture, and stop mining
once the school year begins. A girl said: “I always come
here during holidays, because when | am going to school,
| don’t have time to come here”.

One boy told us: “I was worried as the school year
would start soon but at home my mother had not bought
any items such as notebooks, pens, or uniforms. So |
came here (to ASM) to afford those items”. Another 14-
year-old boy affirmed: “Yesterday, | earned 5000 CDF,
and today | continue to work. | need 25000 CDF to buy a
schoolbag because next month | will go to school.”

These affirmations were supported by an NGO member
who said: “Our team went to sensitize parents in a local
school to make sure their children will not go to the mines
during holidays. Most of these parents answered us that
the children must prepare for their return to school by
buying supplies such as notebooks and uniforms.”

Child work facilitates access to school highlighting the
findings of Okyere (2018: 249) that “children’s desire to
access education and the challenges they faced with this
objective had become a direct causal factor for their entry
into work classified by the ILO as worst forms of child
labour.”

Sometimes, the child’s daily schedule is divided
between mining and schooling. A girl affirmed: “I wake up
early, around 6 am, | go to wash the ore and return home
around 10 am and this leaves me the time to prepare
before going to school in the afternoon. But | noticed that
| am tired and cannot follow what the teacher is saying.”

The Congolese government has now implemented a
free primary education but according to the kids and
other respondents, there are still challenges in the law’s
effectiveness.

Exploitation and the nexus of women’s role and child
labour

Child labour in ASM, whether taking place within or
outside the household sphere, presents itself as a
repercussion of the labour precarity of adults. First, in the
household sphere the poor parent can rely on the child to
help sort, clean, and transport the ore. This is tangible in
places like Kamilombe where the observer can see the
whole family cleaning and sorting. The child provides the
cheapest workforce for his family as also reflected by
Meillassoux (1975) who argues that the (capitalist)
production system survives thanks to a cheap labour
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force drawn from the sphere of reproduction. This is
exemplified by the following words of a woman from
Kamilombe: “I come here to sort and clean the ore with
my 14-year-old daughter so that | can have enough ore to
sell.”

Second, child labour can take place outside the
household sphere. Children try to earn some extra money
in ASM to increase their parents’ income. One expert
said: “A child can earn up to 5000 CDF a day, and if three
of them go to the mine, the mother can receive 15000
Congolese francs at the end of the day.” One parent
affrmed: “The child goes during the day to collect
minerals and sell them, and in the evening, he gives the
money to his mother who goes to buy the ‘mbogha’®, so if
this child does not go to the quarry how will the mother
feed them?”

For one community leader, the exploitation of children
means that children accept any price for their minerals
because they do not know the value of their time and
effort. Additionally, their bargaining power is low as they
know that their activities are illegal. Thus, in poor
households, children’s conditions in situations of
exploitation are determined at the intersection between
the sphere of production and the sphere of reproduction
as described by Meillasoux’s concept of domestic
community (Meillassoux, 1975).

Concretely the situation of the children in several
households is such that poverty and hardship hit the
father as household head, then spills over to the whole
family with greater intensity. First, a situation occurs in
which the father can no longer provide or fails to provide
for the household; he may have died (e.g., from war,
illness, a landslide in the mines, etc.), or have left the
household (e.g., abandoning the family because he found
a second wife and could not assume the financial
responsibilities of two households), or he may be present
yet cannot fully provide. This situation is then transferred
to the mother as it deteriorates into food insecurity. To
cope, the mother is forced to involve her kids. Over time,
one of the children will take the place of the father. We
will call him the “pivotal child.” This child receives this
label because he is negotiating poverty without
considering himself as being in a situation of exploitation
at the narrow sense of modern slavery. He is rather
constrained by his household’s economic situation. Most
of the time, he is the first or the second born, in the 15-17
age range and he is obedient to his mother. For this child,
going to the mine is the only option to get food at home,
and to pay the school fees of his siblings. He is proud of
himself, exhibiting an un-childlike behaviour (Kesby et al.,
2006) by developing survival mechanisms in challenging
circumstances as described by Kendrick and Kakuru's
(2012) study on child-headed households.

In a way, the pivotal child compensates for the
exclusion of the women, who cannot access all parts of

® The “mbogha” refers to the accompaniment of the fufu. This can be meat, fish
or vegetables.
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Figure 4. Causes of child labour in Kolwezi cobalt mining.

Source: Conception of the authors.

the mine because of customary rules®. This child also fills
the gap of an irresponsible father protected by a
patriarchal system.

The pivotal child is not perceived as enslaved by his
mother, but rather as the one who saves the whole
household from an enslavement of hardship and hunger.
An NGO member stated that whenever she is sensitizing
poor parents to withdraw their children from the mines,
they tell her that some children deserve the label of “child
Moses” referring to the biblical incident where Moses
freed the Israelites from slavery.

Income inequalities along the cobalt supply chain

The cobalt supply chain comprises a range of actors such
as artisanal miners, pit masters, traders, and industrial
companies. Depending on his position, an actor may
benefit more or less from cobalt mining. If the actor does
not earn enough, the need to resort to child labour
increases. This type of inequality becomes apparent
when we discuss with pit owners and négociants (that is,
small buyers of ore). One small buyer affirmed: “My kids
would never go to artisanal mining because | am working
for them. They have sufficient food, and they are going to
school.” A widow affirmed: “Kids of formal workers cannot
come here, they have sufficient food, and their parents
meet all their basic needs, this is not the case for us.

® Customary conceptions refuse to allow women to enter the mineshaft. The
idea is that if a woman enters the pit, the minerals will disappear, and
appropriate rituals will be needed to make the shaft productive again.

| don’t have any qualification; | rely on my children’s
workforce.” Figure 5 shows the flow chart of the cobalt
supply chain.

A community leader said that artisanal miners are the
lowest earning actors along the cobalt supply chain and
have little bargaining power. Intermediaries can cheat on
the price but also on the composition and thus of the
quality of the minerals. Some malicious intermediaries
manipulate the scale so that the digger thinks he has
been offered a good price when in fact the weight was
underestimated. Miners do not receive a fair price as
stressed by Geenen (2021), they “receive less than half
and potentially as low as 6% of the price-by-weight that
traders receive for their production” (Faber et al., 2017).
This situation exacerbates the precarious labour
conditions and weakens children’s conditions.

In some cases, miners take out loans from small
buyers to start digging and are then forced to sell to the
same small buyer with less bargaining power. In contrast
to some studies (Bales, 2016; Sovacool, 2021), some
miners do not consider themselves as being in a modern
slavery situation. For them, the small buyer is actually a
friend who was able to provide for their need for cash at a
time when there were no other alternatives.

Market imperfections
Price volatility on the international market

The cobalt international price is volatile, tripling between
2016 and 2018, then falling with equal severity (Manley et
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al.,, 2022). Adult miners’ incomes fluctuate along with
these booms and busts, making them vulnerable.
Negative shocks on artisanal income can increase child
labour (Faber et al., 2017) due to the household’s need to
compensate for the income shortfall.

The luxury axiom suggests that an increase in income
is associated with a decrease in the reliance on child
labour (Basu and Van, 1998). The results of our material
are not univocal. The rise in prices during this cobalt
boom resulted in improved earnings for miners according
to one cooperative member. But the decline in child
labour was not straightforward due to divergent forces.
Some parents became more involved in artisanal work
with their children as the sector became more attractive.
A woman from an NGO affirmed that small buyers, or
négociants, worked with more children to amplify their
profits, and rising prices attracted migrants who came to
Kolwezi with their kids and spent long hours in artisanal
sites. These trends are consistent with the study of Van
Hear (1982) which found that the development of a
capitalist agriculture in Ghana increased the need for
labour force and more children were hired as casual

workers. Figure 6 shows the cobalt price development in
US dollars since 2015.

Land market

In DRC, there is a conflict on the allocation of land plots
among the residential habitations, agriculture, artisanal or
industrial mining. According to one international NGO
agent, these tensions are amplified by the discovery of
new deposits and the unclear land property rights
regimes. It is amidst this complex and ill-defined system
that child labour has found a place to burgeon.

To begin with, the discovery of new mineral deposits in
Lualaba is a recurrent event. Whenever new deposits are
found, the inhabitants can be delocalized. Land
dispossession weaken the livelihoods (Franciscans
International et al., 2022) and in such cases the mining
communities can condone child labour to compensate for
meagre revenues. But even before delocalization, mining
is carried out in an unregulated manner favouring child
labour.
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The enforcement problem of property rights constitutes
another source of market imperfections. According to
Congolese mining law, ASM should only take place
where the ZEA" (artisanal exploitation areas) are
established but these zones are lacking. As a result, ASM
sometimes takes place inside or around concessions of
industrial companies.

Two cases emerge from this proximity (Nkumba, 2020):
Either the company grants permission to the artisanal
diggers to work on the site and sell their production to the
company (see for example Calvao et al., 2021); or the
company prohibits artisanal mining such that miners
invade the site (Katz-Lavigne, 2020; Nkumba, 2020;
Prause, 2020) and violent conflicts occur (Makori, 2017).

According to the statement of one SAEMAPE agent,
child labour is widespread in unofficial areas. For
illustration, let us consider artisanal mining site A which is
close to an industrial company’s concession where the
latter has exclusive ownership rights. In this case it is
unclear whether child labour can be tackled at this site
when even artisanal mining itself is not officially
recognized. Here, child labour is one issue within another
— that is, within illegal artisanal mining. On the contrary, in
official mining sites, an effort is made to remove children
from the mines, barriers are constructed at the entrance
to site B and children are not allowed inside, said an
agent of the SAEMAPE. Though a small number of
children enter clandestinely or at night, according to an
agent of a local NGO.

Labour market

There are sharp contrasts between the precarious
conditions of artisanal miners and the luxurious lifestyle
of formal employees of mining companies. One focus
group participant said that his children are not as
fortunate as those of the rich, the rich drive on the road in
jeeps but he and his household struggle to survive from
one day to the next. This is in line with Geenen's (2021)
argument that artisanal workers are confronted on a daily
basis with the extravagant spending of the employees of
mining companies making them aware of their
misfortune.

A community leader affirmed that ASM involves
uncertainty of income and several hazards such as
landslides which cause physical injury or death. The
death of one parent weakens the familial sphere leaving
children in orphan hood which in turn favors pivotal child
behaviour. The harsh working conditions coupled with
low earnings may lead to situations of exploitation for
both adults and children. At local markets, pricing often
follows incomprehensible, opaque and unfair procedures
(BGR, 2019:iii) undermining income of miners and putting
children at risk. On top of all this, there is the fear of
losing their job at any moment due to land

7 Zone d’exploitation artisanale.

dispossessions of a mining company, affirmed the vice
president of one mining cooperative. This situation
reinforces labour precarity of diggers.

Conclusion

This research draws on nuanced views about the
complexities of child work (Gnanou, 2017; Hilson, 2010;
Maconachie and Hilson, 2016; Okyere, 2018) to analyse
the root causes of child labour in cobalt mining.

The conceptual framework is built on critical modern
slavery, socialization, and labour precarity. The critique of
modern slavery allows the Eurocentric narrative of work-
free childhood to be addressed in order to reveal the
apprehensions of some parents and children in Kolwezi.
Socialization allows us to understand the detrimental
effects of child labour as a used means of coping with
poverty. By focusing on labour precarity in mining
communities, we gain a better grasp of the deteriorating
living standards that can sometimes leave families
without a father figure, forcing them to rely on child
labour. As emphasized by previous research, child labour
in Lualaba is mainly poverty driven. To put it differently,
poverty of the household compels it to rely on each of its
members to meet basic needs.

Whereas previous studies have underlined that children
are exploited; our survey suggest that the narrative of
exploitation is not uncontested in the accounts of children
and mothers. In a fatherless household, the pivotal child
is negotiating poverty by working in the mines and finds
himself freeing his mother and siblings from the slavery of
hunger and non-access to education.

This paper first aims to contribute a shift in focus from
the eradication of child labour per se to a comprehensive
analysis of the political, social, and economic constraints
that push children into ASM; and second, to highlight the
link between child labour and women’s role in mining
communities. This link deserves further attention as
mothers who are poor and abandoned by their spouse
are more likely to tolerate or resort to child labour.

The Congolese government is working with other
stakeholders to withdraw children from mines. However,
based on our data, any project that focuses solely on
removing children from mines will either fail or be only
partially successful. Emphasis should be on enhancing
the benefits that artisanal miners derive from their work
so that they can support their families without resorting to
child labour. Sensitization activities should continue and a
focus on women’s role would be beneficial. To improve
miners’ bargaining power on the market, it would be
useful to use mining cooperatives. The mining code
(2002, 2018) recognizes the existence of these
cooperatives. However, the literature highlights their
functional limitations due to their instrumentalization by
the most powerful actors (Haan, n. d.).

In the case of the DRC, it is also important to examine
the social responsibility of mining companies and to



improve governance along the cobalt supply chain. It is
an all-inclusive approach involving several stakeholders
that can produce better outcomes for children.
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