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Health risks of child labour 
Usha S. Nayar 

Poverty, with its vicious circle 
of lack of opportunities, is the 
root cause of child labour. 

M alnutrition, undernutrition, 
and low height and weight, 
with reduced work capacity, 

are some of the health risks known to 
be associated with child labour. 
Although the long-term effects, 
adverse and otherwise, have still to be 
studied in detail, children - by virtue 
of their age and "innocence" - are 
especially vulnerable to occupation
related hazards. The high incidence of 
accidents at the workplace due to 
childish inattention, for example, is a 
well-chronicled fact. 

Several countries prohibit child 
labour in hazardous tasks or 
occupations. The catch lies in defining 
what constitutes being hazardous or 
dangerous. In Colombia, for instance, 
hazardous work includes underground 
(mining) work, painting with 
substances containing lead sulfate and 
so on, whereas in Brazil, hazardous 
work means jobs considered to be 
morally prejudicial, like working in 
places of entertainment or selling 
alcoholic beverages. In India, 
occupations connected with transport 
or in workshops using certain 
industrial processes are con&idered 
hazardous. In the Philippines, there is 
a list of occupations, procedures and 
industries considered to be hazardous 
and unsafe for children. 

Poverty, with its vicious circle of 
lack of opportunities, is the root cause 
of child labour, together with a whole 
range of other negative spin-offs that 
seem to be an inevitable result of 
"progress" in the developing world. It 

Children are vulnerable; they should not be exposed to occupation-related hazards. 

is quite clear that, unless a suitable 
alternative is provided to working 
children or until parents and 
enlightened employers balance the 
sensibilities of a child with their own 
basic needs, juvenile employment 
with all its attendant risks and 
exploitation will continue. 

Some nongovernmental 
organizations have focused on 
providing the youngsters with services 
related to health, hygiene and informal 
education. Such interventions do build 
up the child's self-esteem, but their 
efforts are woefully small. The 
worldwide nature of trade and 
increasing commercialism have made 
countries much more interdependent 
today. The affluent countries, while 
making a positive contribution by 
creating economic and social activity, 
indirectly foster an unpleasant 
situation which sacrifices young 
careers on the altars of profit. It is all 

done in the name of business. 
Traditional businesses, like the 

carpet, leather and garment 
manufacturing organizations, continue 
to employ children and claim that they 
would rather shut down their business 
than hire adult labour. A study of the 
garment industry in the Philippines 
confirms that the low cost of child 
labour figures as a percentage of their 
net profits. 

Finding answers to this problem is 
not easy, but certain measures like 
compulsory primary education, 
reasonable monetary compensation, 
vocational training, and better focused 
national policies and planning could 
lead to a more humane and tolerable 
situation. • 
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