
Behind the Scenes- Human rights in peril in Tanzania 

Abstract 

Tanzania is regarded abroad as an is-

land of stability in the often unpeaceful 

and chaotic region of East Africa. Unfor-

tunately even in this African haven, re-

ports of human rights violations have in-

creased in the last few years. Violations 

against children in the form of physical 

violence and sexual abuse as well as hu-

man trafficking, corruption and police 

brutality have been on the rise. Despite 

the fact that Tanzania has signed most 

of the UN's human rights protection in-

struments, a few important are missing: 

the convention against torture and other 

cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment 

or punishment, as well as the second 

protocol to the agreement on interna-

tional civil and political rights agree-

ment, which abolishes the death pen-

alty. 

Key words 

Human rights: Rights that belong 

equally to all human beings whatever 

our nationality, place of residence, sex, 

national or ethnic origin, color, religion, 

language or any other status. They are 

often expressed and guaranteed by law. 

Labor rights: The International Labour 

Organization (ILO) has developed a sys-

tem of international labor standards 

aimed at promoting opportunities for 

people to obtain decent and productive 

work in conditions of freedom, equity, 

security and dignity.   

Fundamental rights: Rights that are in 

constitutional law that can’t be regu-

lated unless the regulation law passes a 

strict scrutiny. These include various 

rights of privacy, the right to interstate 

travel and the right to vote. 

Child labor: Work done by children that 

deprives them of their childhood. This 

means work that is mentally, physically, 

socially or morally more dangerous to 

children, interferes with their schooling 

by taking away their opportunity to at-

tend school or requiring them to com-

bine school and work to excessively long 

and heavy days. 

Forced labor: Forcing person to work by 

debt bondage, trafficking and other 

forms of modern slavery. Vulnerable vic-

tims can be kept in sweatshops or farms 

by illegal means and paid little or noth-

ing. 

Tanzania in a Nutshell (Wikipedia, 2013) 

Area 945,203 km 

Population 44,928,923 (2012) 

GDP $28.247 billion 

GDP per capita $599 

Inflation 7.2 % (estimated for 2020) 

Literacy rate 69 % 



 

Tanzania might have experienced economic 
growth during the past few years but there 
are still many unsolved problems with 
abuse of human rights, such as child labour. 
(ILO, 2013) 

Tanzania is one of Africa’s fastest-grow-

ing economies, but at the same time 

one of the least developed countries in 

the world.  The country has experienced 

a steady increase in business activity 

and foreign investment and as a result 

the impact of economic activity on soci-

ety and the environment has boomed. 

The election of the new president Ja-

kaya Kikwete in 2005 has brought a sub-

stantial economic growth and building 

boom into the country. Regrettably the 

growth has not reduced significantly 

poverty in Tanzania, instead human 

rights violations along with corruption 

have increased. Injustice, poverty and 

inequality are still widespread and about 

88% of the population lives on less than 

$1.25 per day.  

All fundamental rights like the right to a 

fair trial, equality before the law and 

freedom of speech, religion and associa-

tion are registered to the constitution. 

Nevertheless, workers’ rights – such as 

freedom of association and occupational 

health and safety – are often not ob-

served while child labor and forced labor 

are still common. Law enforcement is 

weak because of the lack of resources as 

well. There are various labor standards 

in Tanzania but at the same time there 

are multiple areas where corporate con-

duct puts human rights at risk.  

“If you want to be employed by 
contract you must offer a sex 
bribe. There was one friend called 
Eliza... she was told by our boss 
that if she wanted to be employed 
by contract she must provide him 
with sex... My friend decided to 
agree, and the boss signed a con-
tract with her. But after some days 
the boss called her to the guest 
house for sex and then she re-
fused. The boss told her that he 
would stop her contract. Eliza said 
that if he stopped her from working 
she would go to the court. She 
continues to work, but it is not 
comfortable.” – Fatma, 18, Kinon-
doni, Dar es Salaam 

 

One heartbreaking example from real 

life, from our reporter Heidi Hiekkanen’s 

experience in Tanzania, was that people 



with disability and especially albinos are 

pushed to the edge of society. They are 

forced to beg near busy dangerous 

streets and do minor jobs with minimum 

salary to even be able to buy something 

to eat. Albinos are killed for their differ-

ent appearances and their bones are 

used in many tribal rituals.  

The reasons behind 

One of the main reasons behind the sit-

uation is financial aid given to Tanzania 

by other countries. With the economic 

growth it brings along, there might be 

negative consequences because the 

profits of economic growth aren’t di-

rected to reducing poverty and equal 

sharing of basic services. According to a 

press release from Finland’s Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs (Notice 245/2013. 

21.11.2013) the countries that have 

funded a program to renew Tanzania’s 

local government have decided to col-

lect back their funds. The reason to this 

is that Tanzania has used some of the 

funds, 280 000 euros, to non-acceptable 

purposes. Because of new findings of 

natural resources it has a possibility to 

reduce poverty and become independ-

ent of outside aid.  

The curtain call 

As a conclusion it seems that sometimes 

things are not as they appear. On a 

higher, political level governments make 

promises about equality and freedom of 

speech for example, and are eager to 

polish their nation’s image but when 

getting to the grass-root level, there 

might be a great abuse of human rights 

going on. Usually the funds that have 

been meant for developing the wellbe-

ing of the whole country and its citizens 

end up in the hands of the most wealthy 

and powerful. 

Instead, Civil Society Organizations can 

play a powerful role in convincing espe-

cially business to respect and promote 

human rights. They can use different ap-

proaches from activism to constructive 

dialogue with business executives, from 

representation of specific groups (vic-

tims, employers, migrants, indigenous 

people) to focus on specific issues (hu-

man rights in the workplace, environ-

mental impact). These methods have 

been tested and they have seemed to 

work well. We predict that the positive 

progress of promoting human rights in 

business environment will benefit all 

levels of society in Tanzania. 
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