Child Labour

The International Labour Organisation (ILO) estimates that 250 million children under the age of 15 are working in developing countries. The vast majority work in the agricultural and informal sectors; although the export / sweatshop industries receive much attention they account for less than 5% of child employment.

The “worst forms of labour” as defined in ILO convention 182 (universally accepted by ILO member states) include prostitution, all forms of slavery, sale and trafficking of children, debt bondage and forced labour. It also includes work which is likely to harm the ‘health, safety and morals’ of children and requires all signatories to identify these forms and develop a national plan of action to eliminate them. ILO Convention No. 138 sets the minimum age for work in developed countries at 15 for full-time employment and 13 for light work, and 14 and 12 as optional lower limits for some developing countries.

Light, safe, part-time work that can be combined with education and complies with legal standards should not be considered child labour. 

Underlying these conventions is a commitment to promote the ‘best interests’ of the child. The challenge is in creating an institutional framework that can promote consensus between children, parents, governments, international agencies, the private sector, labour unions, employers, NGOs and donor agencies in defining these interests and taking actions to defend them. 

The welfare of children has to be the main priority in any programme for working children. Firing children without offering them and their families alternative sources of livelihood is the most common, expedient approach to child labour but it is also the most unethical. It is important to listen to what children say about their work and what they consider to be the areas of greatest hazard and exploitation. Often children work because they and their families are poor. Removing income-generating opportunities from young people, without providing other opportunities can make the children and their families worse off.

What can NGOs do? 

· NGOs run projects to support working children in various ways, (health, education, improving working conditions, organising themselves, being heard)

· NGOs such as Save the Children, who have addressed the issue of child labour for many years and from various perspectives are able to advise on a broad range of specific child labour issues.

· Such NGOs regularly undertake detailed research into local child labour situations in order to explore ways to either support working children or take children out of hazardous labour environments.

· NGOs endeavour to raise awareness in communities, among consumers, businesses and governments about the realities of child labour. They aim at developing an informed debate, in both North and South, particularly on the issue that trade sanctions and boycott campaigns can be counter productive.

· NGOs involved in child labour issues address business and all levels of government advocating for change.

· NGOs facilitate the participation of children and young people in research, policy development and implementation of programmes addressing child labour.

Examples

In Bangladesh Save the Children has been undertaking research to identify the hazards faced by children in shrimp production and the links between child poverty and the need to work. Results from this research have been fed into the national level working group on child labour. Following the launch of the Save the Children publication ‘Big Business Small Hands’ in Dhaka, Save the Children has started working with business people to assist them to identify practical ways to address child labour.

Save the Children has been working with the Kamalayan Development Centre (KDC) in the Philippines to remove children from forced labour in informal sector workshops and brothels. This programme has now been taken over by the government and KDC is now focusing on raising awareness in the children’s villages of origin.
Child Workers in Asia (CWA) is a network of NGOs and individuals involved in the child labour movement in various countries in Asia. Recognising that the most effective way to create change is through grassroots involvement and local advocacy, CWA undertakes analyses of the situation of working children, conducting awareness-raising workshops and helping establish new groups in Bangladesh, Cambodia, Nepal, Pakistan, Malaysia, India, Indonesia, China, the Philippines, Thailand, Laos, Sri Lanka and Vietnam. CWA publicises the work of its member organisations both within the region and internationally.

What can business do? 

Child labour in international manufacturing supply chains is now seen as one of the biggest risks to a company’s reputation, and has led to a proliferation of codes of conduct. Elimination of child labour is now part of corporate social responsibility and this is to be welcomed. Yet are the solutions being adopted the best way forward? Companies tend to approach the issue of child labour from a risk management perspective. ‘Quick fixes’ of children being fired might protect corporate reputation but ultimately result in increased poverty levels putting even more pressure on children to work. 

Save the Children believes that business can and must play a key role in helping to end illegal and harmful child labour through approaches which: 

· ensure that no person under 18 is engaged in the worst forms of child labour, including exposure to hazardous substances, nor is required to do heavy work;

· safeguard family incomes of former child workers;

· ensure fairly paid, safe and secure working conditions;

· contribute to community development and good-quality, relevant education;
· ask and assist government to ensure that it upholds conventions to reduce the worst forms of child labour and effectively monitors activities in the formal and informal sectors.
Through such approaches, business addresses the root causes for children working. This is more likely to have greater and lasting sustainable benefits in the long term for both children and business. Furthermore;

· The private sector can provide leadership in developing voluntary codes of conduct and working collectively to monitor these codes.

· Within business, partnership is vital. This approach requires good supplier relations, and ultimately good relations with competitors on an issue which should not be competitive.

· Companies can make a major contribution to community development through skills and technology transfer, by training adults and young people in vocational skills or business management techniques.

· Companies could support a local development agency, community organisation or credit union through a cash donation and/or through training. Investing in education is a crucial means of preventing child labour.

· Business can help make schooling more attractive and accessible to potential child workers by supporting local primary and secondary schools, providing education, where there are no local schools, and supporting crèches and pre-schools and encouraging employers and employees throughout the supply chain to promote their children’s education.  

What can they do together? 

· NGOs may be able to advise on specific child labour issues.

· NGOs may be able to offer support in training and setting up partnerships.

· The active involvement of all stakeholders; government, employers, labour unions, children’s organisations, international organisations (ILO) and NGOs at local level, is essential for identification, monitoring and control of the worst forms of child labour. [Other benefits include generating innovative solutions which are sensitive to the local context, shared ownership and commitment to success].

· The Private sector can play a key role in promoting and supporting concerted programmes for poverty reduction at the national and community and levels – e.g. lobbying government to invest more in quality primary education, or the provision of community based health programmes for workers and worker communities.

· Legislation and planning alone have limited effects. Rights awareness at a community/work-place level is important to enable communities to act.

· Children’s participation makes a difference, making intervention more effective.

Examples:

Save the Children is co-ordinating the Ethical Trade Initiative for Zimbabwe, which is based on a partnership of NGOs, trade unions and horticultural exporters and their UK buyers to develop appropriate social monitoring and verification techniques with the aim of implementation of international labour standards as a goal.

The Abrinq Foundation in Brazil certifies companies as ‘child-friendly’ if they do not employ children below the legal working age, and if they contribute to children’s development by promoting education or vocational training. ‘Child friendly’ companies are those, which do not employ children under 14, and which contribute to children’s development through their support to education and training, as well as sports, artistic and cultural programmes.

The Thai Business Initiative in Rural Development (TBIRD) was launched in 1988 to share the financial, technical and managerial resources of the private sector with government and community development initiatives in rural Thailand. TBIRD aims to enable villagers to acquire the skills and resources needed to launch and sustain income generating activities in their own communities. TBIRD encourages successful businesses to help improve the quality of life of rural people and to transfer business skills to villagers.

What do they expect from governments and international organisations?

· As signatories to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and to ILO Conventions, governments have the primary responsibility for preventing and tackling the issues surrounding child labour. They have to transform agreed international policies and standards into national policies, laws and practice. 
· Wherever possible, the relevant government departments, such as labour, social welfare and education should be involved in partnerships to tackle the issue of child labour.
· Governments have to give children and young people access to decision making in all matters affecting them. 
· ILO should support governments to facilitate alliances with the private sector, trade unions and local organisations to identify the worst form of child labour and develop appropriate solutions.

· ILO should work more closely with children and young people and take their views into account on child labour.

· The World Bank and the IMF should ensure that the Poverty Reduction Strategies include effective safety nets and social protection plans which reduce a child’s need to work.

· WTO should not link trade and core labour standards, as richer nations can use indiscriminate trade sanctions for protectionist purposes. There is also the danger that trade sanctions may drive young workers away from relatively non-hazardous work in the formal export sector into even more exploitative forms of work.

