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Child labour 
Valentina forastieri 

I n spite of overall economic 
growth, child labour remains a 
widespread and growing 

phenomenon in today 's world. 
According to the International Labour 
Organisation's admittedly 
conservative estimates, child workers 
constitute over 18% of all children 
aged between 10 and 14 in developing 
countries: at least 7% in Latin 
America, 18% in Asia and 25% in 
Africa. Like all averages, these 
conceal wide disparities and barely 
reflect the very serious nature of the 
problem in many countries. The 
figures tell us nothing about where 
and under what conditions these 
children work. 

In the developing countries, 
economic stagnation and 
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unemployment, massive rural A young worker in Sri Lanka . But why is he not at school? 

migration and accelerated urban 
growth, aggravated by the rising cost 
of living, have increased poverty and 

· therefore the incidence of child labour. 
Many of these children have run away 
from their families, are orphaned or 
have been abandoned, and are 
deprived of adequate nutrition, health 
care and education. In most cases, 
they work because the child's wage 
may mean for the family the 
difference between eating or not, 
especially if both parents are not 
working. In industrialized countries, 
where there is economic recession and 
unemployment has increased, 
traditional forms of child labour have 
re-emerged. There is increasing 
concern that the recent structural 
changes in central and eastern Europe 
may contribute to the reappearance of 
child labour in these countries as well. 

As child labour is concentrated 
among those who live in poverty, it 
usually exists in inverse relation to a 
country' s degree of economic 
development. However, as long as 
growth is seen in terms of a higher 
gross national product, without more 

The priority objectives should 
be to ban child labour in 
hazardous conditions, to 
prohibit unacceptable 
employment for those too 
young for the task, and to 
protect the younger and more 
vulnerable children. 

equitable income distribution and 
general adult access to employment, 
the problem will remain. Poverty is 
not the only reason for the existence 
of child labour; shortcomings in the 
educational system, inadequate 
regulations to restrict child labour, 
ineffective enforcement and lack of 
public awareness are also contributors. 

Working conditions 
Child labour can be found in various 
types of industry and services. Most of 
the children are engaged in 
agriculture, but they are also 
employed in small-scale enterprises as 
varied as brick-making, food 
processing, handicrafts and carpet 
manufacturing; as waiters in bars or 
restaurants; as domestic servants; as 
scavengers or rag-pickers in the dump 
sites of big cities; or in self-employed, 
marginal economic activities in the 
streets. 

Although many jobs only involve 
light work, sometimes carried out 
under the protection of the family, 
children also work in manifestly 
hazardous industries such as glass 
manufacturing, construction, mining 
and quarrying. For many of them, 
work is an ordeal characterized by 
exploitation, excessively long hours, 
low pay, heavy physical loads, 
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inadequate working conditions, and 
exposure to occupational hazards. 
Physical and psychological neglect 
and abuse are particularly evident in 
the cases of bonded labourers and of 
children working in the streets, where 
they are exposed to drugs, violence 
and criminal acts. In hotels, cafes and 
bars and other places of entertainment 
where child work overlaps with 
prostitution, their moral and emotional 
development is clearly at risk. 

Hazards at work 

Children's physiological, anatomical 
·and psychological characteristics 
differ biologically from those of adults 
and these differences make them more 
susceptible to hazards in the 
workplace. They are likely to work in 
excessively hot, damp, dusty or 
unsanitary conditions, which favour 
the transmission of communicable 
diseases. They may be exposed to 
toxic chemicals and other hazardous 
agents, increasing the risk of chemical 
poisoning and neurological or 
respiratory disorders. Children are 
also exposed to work overload, . 

' fatigue, stress and ergonomic strain, 
and these in turn can cause injuries, 
impaired growth and development, 
disability and other adverse health 
effects. 

Physically, children suffer from 
fatigue and exertion much more 

quickly than adults when exposed to 
long hours of hard, monotonous work. 
In malnourished children suffering 
from vitamin deficiencies, carrying 
heavy loads can aggravate 
malformation of the bones. The 
possibility of contracting chronic 
occupational diseases, such as lung 
cancer, is increased when children 
start working at an early age, since 
they will have a longer period of 
cumulative exposure to hazards. 

Under pressure simply to survive, 
children are deprived of education and 
normal social interaction at the most 
critical stage of life. They are left with 
little time to play and explore, to 
develop family relationships- in 
short, to experience childhood. Their 
employment will remain low, and they 
are likely to spend an entire lifetime 
doing routine unskilled jobs. 

What can be done? 

Since child labour is directly related to 
a country's socioeconomic 
development, it cannot obviously be · 
eliminated immediately, but 
eradication should be the_ long-term 
objective. Almost all countries have 
passed national legislation prohibiting 
child labour in hazardous conditions, 
or at least have defined the conditions 
under which children may work. But 
few countries have achieved full 
compliance with all the requirements 

and there are rarely any effective 
means of enforcement. 
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The immediate objective should be 
to promote measures to prohibit the 
employment of children in manifestly 
hazardous work because of its 
potential repercussion on their health, 
safety and morals. In any case, the 
most vulnerable and youngest children 
should be withdrawn from the 
workplace. Where children have to 
work, the short-term objective should 
be to improve their working 
conditions, and to ensure that they 
perform their tasks under safe 
conditions. 

Working children need both 
information and training to develop 
their skills and their awareness about 
hazards in the workplace. 
Improvements such as better working 
practices, a safer and healthier 
working environment, appropriate 
tools and personal protective 
equipment, rest periods, shorter 
working hours and no overtime or 
night work for children, are relatively 

.simple and inexpensive measures, 
while attention to basic hygiene can 
improve safety and health. 

Health and education 

Working children are rarely protected 
by general health services. Yet 
innovative locally-available or mobile 
systems could be designed to cater for 

These young Mexicans help in their Family 's copperwore workshop. 
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those children working in small 
enterprises and the informal sector. 
Many countries already have 
community-based programmes of 
primary health services, which could 
be extended to working children. 
Community health workers should be 
trained in occupational health and 
safety, and should have access to 
children at work, in order to identify 
work-related diseases and to provide 
health care, health education and 
immunization. 

Where there are no available 
schools, children are more likely to be 
Jured into the labour market. Many 
parents, illiterate themselves, do not 
realize the immediate need for 
attending school. Expansion of 

primary education and development of 
alternative skills are essential to 
ensure that at least young children 
(under 12 years of age) do not work. 
Education and training programmes 
should be designed to provide 
opportunities. 

Since child labour is the product of 
poverty, it will never be completely 
eliminated until the socioeconomic 
conditions on which it thrives are 
improved. So the progressive 
elimination of child labour requires a 
strategy that takes into account long
term and short-term economic 
objectives, access to employment, 
increase in living standards, 
improvements in the educational 
infrastructures, and efforts to promote 

Health risks from small businesses 
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awareness of the need for change. 
Each country will need to work out 
the most effective policies for 
protecting children and gradually 
eliminating child labour. However, 
irrespective ofthe country ' s level of 
development, the priority objectives 
should be to ban child labour in 
hazardous conditions, to prohibit 
unacceptable employment of those too 
young for the task, and to protect the 
younger and more vulnerable 

children. • 
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Twenty-two children in Kingston , Jamaica, were treated ih 
hospital for lead poisoning between January 1986 and 
March 1987. The effects included damage to the kidney, 
liver, nervous system and reproductive system. Their growth 
was impaired and their blood formation interfered with. 
Investigation revealed that the most likely source of expo
sure was ingestion of soil contaminated by lead fumes or 
lead dust generated during work in a local repair shop. 

Such situations are difficult to control , especially when 
there are a large number of small businesses. Few 
developing countries, if any, have the capacity to carry out 
the necessary field visits and tests to ensure the safety of 
small enterprises. A more effective strategy would be to 
incorporate protective measures from the beginning. 

When such businesses seek initial capital funding , 
measures to mitigate any associated health risks could be 
built into the terms for financial support, for example, by 
specifying in detail the manufacturing and testing equip
ment to be used. Then the business would be obliged to 
take steps to ensure thatthe equipment is used correctly and 
risks are minimized . The government's role would be to 
identify situations entailing the greatest public health risks, 
and to provide information to local banks on how those 
risks could best be reduced. 

Childhood is a time for learning 

From the International journa l of epidemiology, 18 . 87 4·881 ( 1989), 
quoted in Health d imensions of economic reform, W HO, Geneva, 
1992. 

Childhood is a time for playing . 


