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Swedish Fair Trade organization “North & South” is cooperating with an Afghan company who is using 

child labour. “Unfortunately most of the saffron companies, including ours, use child labour”, general 

manager of one of the biggest saffron’s  companies Red Gold in Afghanistan claimed. 

Nicolas Berglund, founder of North & South Fair Trade, is dismissing that child labour exist in the company 

that they are cooperating with. “We are supporting Ghoryan Women's Saffron Association, GWSA, a project

set in the province of Herat which involves 480 women. Before cooperating with them I asked if they were 

hiring children and they were very clear that they don’t”. When we asked Mr Berglund wether they had the 

possibility to personally check if Ghoryan Women’s Saffron Association were right, he stated that he hasn’t 

ever been in Herat and couldn’t send anyone due to security reasons. Qudratullah Rahimi, founder of Red 

Gold, alleged that North & South Fair Trade do not directly deal with GWSA: "The procedure is that they 

are not eligible to do business as they don't have packing abilities and so on. We purchase raw product from 

them and after process and packing sell to North & South Fair Trade.”

North & South Fair Trade buys saffron from Mr. Rahimi, who admitted that to produce his product he hires 

also children. “Unfortunately most of the companies, including ours, use child in their businesses. It doesn’t 

mean that they are very young. They are usually older than 14 or 15. The time of saffron is mostly after 

schools closes so and most of the children want to work”.

In 2016 the Afghan saffron has been rated as the best Saffron in the World for the third consecutive year, 



catching the eye of Swedish traders. A positive storytelling about how saffron cultivation could replace 

opium production as a lucrative means of income for Afghan farmers is helping to promote the precious 

spice through the fair trade market networks, where consumers are aware of the culture, identity, and 

conditions in which producers live and where workers’ rights are fully respected. So, during Christmas time, 

an increasing number of Swedes buy Afghan saffron, believing that in this way they are contributing to 

expand the local economy respecting one of the main World Fair Trade Organization principles: ensuring no 

child labour as, according to WFTO statute “any involvement of children in the production of Fair Trade 

products (including learning a traditional art or craft) is always disclosed and monitored and does not 

adversely affect the children's well-being, security, educational requirements and need for play”. 

But how could Swedish consumers be certain of it? According to a 2016 Human Rights Watch report, at 

least a quarter of Afghan children between ages 5 and 14 work for a living or to help their families, with little

or no pay. North & South says on their website that they follow strict rules concerning business principles, 

environmental awareness and good working conditions. Why didn’t they check the whole productive process

before accepting to sell Afghan saffron labelling it as a fair trade product? 

Saffron cultivation started in Herat province by the end of ‘90s as DACAAR (Danish Committee for Aid to 

Afghan Refugees) invested in its production due to the perfect climate and arid soil  to implant the bulbs. 

After 2001, saffron producers got international support from USAID, Italian Ministry of Defense (who 

provided 60 tons of bulbs in 2010) and Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). 

But in the last years all the international funds for the development of saffron production are going through 

the Afghan government, who doesn’t track the fund distributing process, while the exportation of the goods 

has increased incredibly. According to the EU Commission, the imports from Afghanistan to European 

countries amounted to  € 707, 824 in 2015, while in 2016 its whole production surpassed 4,000 kg.

Through a 2016 accurate report, Secure Livelihoods Research Consortium (SLRC) - which is founded by the

European Commission - has warned the international actors about the fact that child labour is widely spread 

during saffron harvest in Herat province: “The scale of the expansion of the crops has drawn in this child 

labour; framing it as part of their household duties, as with women, appears to be used to justify the very low

wages they receive”. 

Although child labour is prohibited by Afghanistan’s Labour Law, little is done by Kabul government to 

prevent this phenomenon as it is confirmed by the Secretary of Saffron development at the Ministry of 

Agriculture Mr. Mohamad Hashem Aslami according to whom that child labor is too common in family 

businesses in order to prevent it.

Qudratullah Rahimi says that starting a company is one of the easiest thing to do and the Afghan government

is not controlling how the companies are producing or processing the products. “They just check the final 

products, but not to control the quality. They only look for drugs or material that can be used for terrorist 

attacks”.


