


What is Child
Labor?

Child labor is work that harms children
or keeps them from attending school.
Around the world and in the U. S.,
growing gaps between rich and poor in
recent decades have forced millions of
young children out of school and into
work. The International Labor
Organization estimates that 246 million
children between the ages of 5 and 17
currently work under conditions that are
considered illegal, hazardous, or
extremely exploitative. Underage
children work at all sorts of jobs around
the world, usually because they and their
families are extremely poor. Large
numbers of children work in commercial
agriculture, fishing, manufacturing,
mining, and domestic service. Some
children work in illicit activities like the
drug trade and prostitution or other
traumatic activities such as serving as
soldiers.

Child labor involves at least one
of the following characteristics:

e Violates a nation’s minimum age laws

e  Threatens children’s physical, mental,
or emotional well-being

e Involves intolerable abuse, such as child
slavery, child trafficking, debt bondage,
forced labor, or illicit activities

e  Prevents children from going to school

e  Uses children to undermine labor
standards

Where does most child labor
occur?
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Child labor can be found in
nearly every industry

Agriculture

Nearly 70% of child labor occurs in
agriculture, fishing, hunting, and
forestry. Children have been found
harvesting:

e bananas in Ecuador

cotton in Egypt and Benin

cut flowers in Colombia
oranges in Brazil

cocoa in the Ivory Coast

tea in Argentina and Bangladesh
fruits and vegetables in the U.S.

Children in commercial agriculture can
face long hours in extreme temperatures,
health risks from pesticides, little or no
pay, and inadequate food, water, and
sanitation.

Manufacturing

About 15 million children are estimated
to be directly involved in manufacturing
goods for export, including:

e  Carpets from India, Pakistan, Egypt

e  Clothing sewn in Bangladesh;
footwear made in India and the
Philippines

e Soccer balls sewn in Pakistan

e  Glass and bricks made in India



e  Fireworks made in China, the
Dominican Republic, El Salvador,
Guatemala, India, and Peru

e  Surgical instruments made in Pakistan

Mining and Quarrying

Child laborers suffer extremely high
illness and injury rates in underground
mines, opencast mines, and quarries.
Children as young as 6 or 7 years old
break up rocks, and wash, sieve, and
carry ore. Nine-year-olds work
underground setting explosives and
carrying loads. Children work in a range
of mining operations, including:

Gold in Colombia

Charcoal in Brazil and El Salvador
Chrome in Zimbabwe

Diamonds in Cote d’Ivoire
Emeralds in Colombia

Coal in Mongolia

Domestic Service

Many children, especially girls, work in
domestic service, sometimes starting as
young as 5 or 6. This type of child labor
is linked to child trafficking. Domestic
child laborers can be victims of physical,
emotional, and sometimes sexual abuse.

Hotels, Restaurants, and Retail

Some of the work of young people in
this sector is considered legitimate, but
there are indications of considerable
abuse. Low pay is the norm, and in some
tourist areas, children’s work in hotels
and restaurants is linked to prostitution.
In at least one example, child hotel
workers received such low pay that they
had to take out loans from their
employers; the terms of the interest and
repayment often led to debt bondage.

“Unconditional Worst Forms” of
Child Labor

8.4 million children are involved in work
that, under any circumstance, is
considered unacceptable for children,
including the sale and trafficking of
children into debt bondage, serfdom, and
forced labor. It includes the forced
recruitment of children for armed
conflict, commercial sexual exploitation,
and illicit activities, such as producing
and trafficking drugs.

Causes of Child
Labor

Child labor persists even though laws
and standards to eliminate it exist.
Current causes of global child labor are
similar to its causes in the U.S. 100 years
ago, including poverty, limited access to
education, repression of workers’ rights,
and limited prohibitions on child labor.

Poverty and unemployment levels
are high.

Poor children and their families may rely
upon child labor in order to improve
their chances of attaining basic
necessities. About one-fifth of the
world’s 6 billion people live in absolute
poverty. The intensified poverty in parts
of Africa, Asia, and Latin America
causes many children there to become
child laborers.

Access to compulsory, free
education is limited.

Approximately 125 million children in
the world do not attend school, limiting
future opportunities for the children and



their communities. The Global
Campaign for Education estimates that
free, quality education for all children
would cost ten billion dollars, the same
as 4 days of global military spending.

Existing laws or codes of conduct
are often violated.

Even when laws or codes of conduct
exist, they are often violated. For
example, the manufacture and export of
products often involves multiple layers
of production and outsourcing, which
can make it difficult to monitor who is
performing labor at each step of the
process. Extensive subcontracting can
intentionally or unintentionally hide the
use of child labor.

Laws and enforcement are often
inadequate.

Child labor laws around the world are
often not enforced or include exemptions
that allow for child labor to persist in
certain sectors, such as agriculture or
domestic work. Even in countries where
strong child labor laws exist, labor
departments and labor inspection offices
are often under-funded and under-
staffed, or courts may fail to enforce the
laws. Similarly, many state governments
allocate few resources to enforcing child
labor laws.

National Laws Often Include
Exemptions

Examples

Nepal
minimum age of 14 for most work...
plantations and brick kilns are exempt.
Kenya

prohibits children under 16 from

industrial work...

but excludes agriculture.
Bangladesh

specifies a minimum age for work...

but sets no regulations on domestic

work or agricultural work.

Workers’ rights are repressed.

Workers’ abilities to organize unions
affect the international protection of core
labor standards, including child labor.
Attacks on workers’ abilities to organize
make it more difficult to improve labor
standards and living standards in order to
eliminate child labor. For example, in
2001, 10,000 workers were fired and
4,000 workers were arrested as a result
of their union activity, according to the
International Confederation of Free
Trade Unions.

The global economy intensifies the
effects of some factors.

As multinational corporations expand
across borders, countries often compete
for jobs, investment, and industry. This
competition sometimes slows child labor
reform by encouraging corporations and
governments to seek low labor costs by
resisting international standards. Some
U.S. legislation has begun to include
labor standards and child labor as criteria
for preferential trade and federal
contracts. However, international free
trade rules may prohibit consideration of
child labor or workers’ rights.

The effects of poverty in developing
countries are often worsened by the large
interest payments on development loans.
The structural adjustments associated
with these loans often require
governments to cut education, health,
and other public programs, further



York state showed that almost half
had worked in fields still wet with
pesticides and over a third had
themselves been sprayed.”

2. Itis a myth that child labor will only
disappear when poverty disappears.
Hazardous labor can, and should be
eliminated by even the poorest
countries.

3. Itis a myth that most child laborers
work in sweatshops making goods
for export. "Soccer balls made by
children in Pakistan for use by
children in industrialized countries
may provide a compelling symbol,
but in fact, only a very small
proportion of all child workers are
employed in export industries -
probably less than 5 per cent. Most
of the world’s child labourers
actually are to be found in the
informal sector - selling on the
street, at work in agriculture or
hidden away in houses — far from
the reach of official labour
inspectors and from media scrutiny."

4. ltis a myth that "the only way to
make headway against child labour
is for consumers and governments
to apply pressure through sanctions
and boycotts. While international
commitment and pressure are
important, boycotts and other
sweeping measures can only affect
export sectors, which are relatively
small exploiters of child labour.
Such measures are also blunt
instruments with long-term
consequences that can actually
harm rather than help the children
involved."

(Source: Unicef State of the World’s
Children’s Report, 1997, "Four Myths
about Child Labor,"
http://www.unicef.org/sowc97/)

WHAT CAUSES CHILD LABOR
TODAY?
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Poverty is widely considered the top
reason why children work at
inappropriate jobs for their ages. But
there are other reasons as well -- not
necessarily in this order:

family expectations and traditions
abuse of the child

lack of good schools and day care
lack of other services, such as
health care

public opinion that downplays the
risk of early work for children
uncaring attitudes of employers
limited choices for women
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"The parents of child labourers are often
unemployed or underemployed,
desperate for secure employment and
income. Yet it is their children - more
powerless and paid less - who are
offered the jobs. In other words, says
UNICEF, children are employed because
they are easier to exploit," according to
the "Roots of Child Labor" in Unicef’s
1997 State of the World’s Children
Report.

The report also says that international
economic trends also have increased
child labor in poor countries. "During
the 1980s, in many developing countries,
government indebtedness, unwise
internal economic policies and recession
resulted in economic crisis. Structural
adjustment programmes in many
countries accentuated cuts in social
spending that have hit the poor
disproportionately. " Although structural
adjustment programs are being revised
to spare education from deep cuts, the
report says, some countries make such
cuts anyway because of their own, local
priorities. In many countries public
education has deteriorated so much, the
report declared, that education itself has
become part of the problem — because
children work to avoid going to school.
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This conclusion is supported by the work
of many social scientists, according to Jo
Boyden, Birgitta Ling, and William
Myers, who conducted a literature search
for their 1998 book, What Works for
Working Children (Stockholm: Radda
Barnen, Unicef, 1998).

Children do some types of low-status
work, the report adds, because children
come from minority groups or
populations that have long suffered
discrimination. " In northern Europe, for
example, child labourers are likely to be
African or Turkish; in Argentina, many
are Bolivian or Paraguayan; in Thailand,
many are from Myanmar. An
increasingly consumer-oriented culture,
spurring the desire and expectation for
consumer goods, can also lead children
into work and away from school."

Other sources: Child Labor: Targeting
the Intolerable, published by ILO,
Geneva, 1998. ILO information
available using: www.ilo.org.

WHAT ARE SOME
SOLUTIONS TO CHILD
LABOR?

Not necessarily in this order:

1. Increased family incomes

2. Education — that helps children
learn skills that will help them earn a
living
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3. Social services — that help children
and families survive crises, such as
disease, or loss of home and shelter

4. Family control of fertility — so that
families are not burdened by
children

The ILO’s International Programme for
the Elimination of Child Labor (IPEC)
has explored many programs to help
child laborers. See IPEC documents on
the www.ilo.org site.

The 1989 Convention on the Rights of
the Child calls for children to participate
in important decisions that will affect
their lives.

Some educators and social scientists
believe that one of the most important
ways to help child workers is to ask their
opinions, and involve them in
constructing "solutions" to their own
problems. Strong advocates of this
approach are Boyden, Myers and Ling;
Concerned for Working Children in
Karnataka, India; many children’s
"unions" and "movements," and the Save
the Children family of non-governmental
organizations.

More information about the need for
families to have affordable access to
methods to control their fertility can be
found in many analyses of the role of the
"demographic transition" in economic
development. See Rodolfo Bulatao, The
Value of Family Planning Programs in
Developing Countries ( Santa Monica,
CA: Rand, 1998),
http://www.rand.org/publications/ MR/M
R978/
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Work damages many children.
But it can help others, as Chris
Brazier explains.

http://www.newint.org/issue292/k
eynote.html

'C
hild labour'. I wonder what image

those two words conjure up in your
mind. My guess is that it will bring forth
two images in parallel. On the one hand
the children of Victorian Britain locked
in their dark satanic mills as the
Industrial Revolution took hold. On the
other, children from India or Pakistan
today, also chained to looms and forced
to endure harrowing conditions. And
against these nightmarish images are
probably counterposed the children of
Western societies, freed from the
necessity of work, enjoying free
education and free play.

Yet if we are not careful these potent
images will lead us into a blind alley
one marked 'complacency'. People in the
rich world tend to assume that child
labour, like slavery, is something that
was abolished in the rich world about a
century ago and that it only exists now in
developing countries and this certainty
leads them to feel they can preach from
the moral high ground to poorer
countries still locked in their medieval
castles of ignorance and backwardness.

Of course children still routinely work in
rich countries but few people see it as
exploitative that a child should be
employed, for example, to deliver
newspapers for an hour or two each day
even if they are paid less than adult rates
and local child-labour laws are infringed
by their working before seven in the
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morning or after seven in the evening.
Often such work is actively encouraged
so that a child can gain experience of the
'real world' of work and commerce.

The standard view would be that while
this kind of harmless work for pocket
money certainly takes place, there is no
dangerous 'child labour' in the North.
The same view would be likely to
maintain that work done by children in
the South is more often than not
hazardous and exploitative.

Actually both these statements are
untrue and examining why will show
that 'child labour' is altogether more
complex and less clear-cut an issue than
is normally supposed.

North...Examples of hazardous child
labour can unfortunately still be found in
most rich countries and their incidence
is probably increasing rather than
decreasing. The reason this kind of child
work is largely removed from public
notice or that a blind eye is turned
towards it is that it takes place largely
within ethnic-minority or immigrant
groups. In the US, for example,
immigrant children, usually of Hispanic
origin, routinely take part in agricultural
work, especially at harvest time; in
Britain they are more likely to be South
Asian children doing piece-work at
home or in garment sweatshops; in
Greece they are likely to be of gypsy or
Albanian origin.

There is one highly damaging variety of
work, though, which is extremely visible
and is rife in all rich countries: child
prostitution. It is illegal but the laws tend
not be enforced and the economic and
social conditions that produce it go
unchallenged. And somehow nobody
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ever conceives of it as a form of child
labour.

No-one, however, could read Paula's
Story, in which a child prostitute from
Middlesbrough, England, talks about her
life, and still maintain that hazardous
child labour does not occur in the rich
world. Paula has every bit as bleak a life
as the child workers from the Third
World interviewed elsewhere in the
magazine and far less control of her
own destiny than most of them.

People in the industrialized world and
the media that represent them have a
perfect right to scream from the rooftops
about the iniquities of hazardous child
labour. But they need to look inside their
own houses as well as towards the
distant shores.

: Most of the world's hazardous and
exploitative child labour, it is true, takes
place in the South. At its most extreme it
is a modern form of slavery, from the
children forced to labour on the sugar-
cane estates of north-east Brazil to those
the Burmese military government has
ordered to work on a new railroad. In the
Indian subcontinent this virtual slavery
is institutionalized in the shape of
'bonded’ child labour, which sees
children as young as eight or nine
pledged by their parents to employers in
payment of a debt.

One of the most notorious examples of
bonded child labour is the carpet
industry of the Indian state of Uttar
Pradesh where, according to a recent
study, thousands of children in the carpet
industry are 'kept in captivity, tortured
and made to work for 20 hours a day
without a break. Little children are made
to crouch on their toes, from dawn to
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dusk every day, severely stunting their
growth during formative years. Social
activists in the area find it hard to work
because of the strong mafia-like control
that the carpet-loom owners have on the

1
area.'

The continued existence of working
conditions like these is a deep stain on
human civilization and any action to
eliminate child labour has to concentrate
first and foremost on cases like these.

Yet it is vital to recognize that the
majority of work done by children in the
Third World is neither so hazardous nor
so exploitative. This is why the term
'child labour' is too explosive and
negative to be applied to all work by
children. It is insulting to children whose
lives are being ruined by hard labour to
lump them into the same category as
those who help out in the family shop for
a couple of hours after school.

Indeed, some kinds of child work are
useful, positive contributions to child
development. The idea that childhood
should be an entirely work-free zone is a
luxurious and rather sentimental Western
idea. Work for a few hours a day that
contributes to the family's well-being
whether by performing domestic duties
or helping in the family fields is more
likely to foster a child's development
than to damage it.

And between the two extremes of
positive and negative child work in a
grey area less susceptible to cut-and-
dried judgment as to whether it is
exploitative or damaging come the vast
majority of children's occupations in all
their multiplicity and diversity. Children
haul water and collect firewood. They
deliver newspapers and tea. They take
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care of younger siblings. They work on
the streets washing windshields, shining
shoes or selling cigarettes. They can be
found in sweatshops or in their family's
sewing room. They are servants in the
homes of the better-off .

If we treat all work by children as
equally unacceptable we are trivializing
the issue and making it less likely that
we will be able to root out the most
damaging forms of child labour: blanket
condemnation helps no-one.People in
the rich world consider work by their
own children to be acceptable when it is
performed for pocket money to buy
computer games. [t would be thoroughly
bizarre if Westerners who allowed their
own children to work for pocket money
to buy compact discs should seek to
outlaw child work in the Third World
which is often driven by a poor family's
desperate need. In every country, rich or
poor, it is the nature and conditions of
children's work which determines
whether or not they are exploited not the
plain fact of their working.

Into this middle territory neither entirely
negative nor entirely positive falls the
work of many of the children covered in
this issue. Ask most of them and they
will tell you very clearly that they want
to work and that the last thing they want
is for Westerners to take away their
livelihood by means of legal bans or
consumer boycotts. They are even
getting themselves organized
movements of working children are
springing up all over the Majority
World, from the famous street children
of Brazil to the less celebrated domestic
servants of French West Africa. This is
such an interesting development that we
have given over five pages of this issue
to their views: first to an account of their

15

confrontation with European labour
ministers and trade unionists over child
labour in Amsterdam and second to their
own 'manifesto’

Their message is clear and simple
enough: they wish to assert their own
right to work in non-exploitative
conditions. Given that they are forced to
make their way in a brutal world which
will offer them no alternative, this is
entirely understandable. We can't simply
tell them to wait until the glorious day
when all child labour is abolished and
their material and spiritual needs are
more nearly provided for. There has to
be an interim strategy of protection.

We should listen to them carefully but
that does not have to mean that we have
to accept as given a world in which they
must work to survive. On the contrary,
we should keep in clear mental view a
world in which children like these will
have options, in which they will have the
chance to develop to their full potential
and redouble our efforts to bring that
world into being.

So what action should we take to combat
child labour? The current media furore
in the West about child labour makes
people want to leap into action. And the
most natural weapons to reach for are
understandably boycotts or trade
sanctions these are often, after all,
tactics which this magazine would
favour, in response, for example, to
gross human-rights abuses.

But, like aid programs, anti-child-labour
initiatives must adapt to local conditions.
All attempts to cure Third World
problems are doomed to do more harm
than good if they are designed in the air-
conditioned offices of Western capitals.
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And, despite the extra emotive power,
the battle against child labour is no
exception.

Who would oppose, for example, the
notion that employers in Bangladesh's
garment industry should be barred from
using children's labour? Surely we're on
safe ground here this is hardly the stuff
of which heavy-handed development
disasters are made. Wrong: when
children (most of them girls) were
expelled from the garment factories as a
result of US pressure in 1993 their
families' poverty drove them to more
desperate avenues of employment on
the streets, in smaller, more hazardous
workshops, or even, some claim, to
prostitution. The full fascinating story of
this episode the implications of which
have fundamentally altered the approach
to child labour of the key UN agencies
is told by a Bangladeshi journalist on in
the article Thank you, Mr Harkin, sir!.

It is clear that any program of
eliminating child labour which does not
provide reasonable alternatives for the
child workers it ousts which simply
casts them out of a workplace they had
only entered due to extreme poverty is
dumping on them from the moral high
ground an avalanche of negative
consequences.

But the goal clearly has to be to stop
children entering exploitative work in
the first place, which is why education is
bound to be the key to any serious
onslaught on child labour. We need an
education system in the developing
world as different from the current one
as the sun is from the moon one that is
properly resourced and valued, that
reaches the poorest children not just in
terms of geography but in terms of
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hearts and minds, that expands their
horizons beyond the gate marked
'drudgery'.

The world needs to recover its passion
for providing decent, relevant education
for all children instead of accepting that
educational provision will suffer death
by a thousand public-spending cuts in
the rich world as well as the poor.

Education needs much more of our
money; it also needs our creative
thinking about how to develop schools
relevant to the needs of actual and
potential child workers. When a child
says, like Assane from Senegal on Page
14, that he will run a mile if you try and
put him in school, he is partly reflecting
the inadequacy of the current
educational provision. Schools in the
Third World are all too often forbidding
and inappropriate, and can seem to
children as much like a prison as some
of the working environments we so
decry. Sudhir, an 11-year-old from Kone
in southern India, testifies to that: 'In
school, teachers would not teach well. If
we asked them to teach us alphabets,
they would beat us. They would sleep in
the class. If we asked them about a small
doubt, they would beat us and send us
out. Even if we did not understand, they
would not teach us. So I dropped out of
school.”

Schools must teach useful skills, that are
seen as relevant by both children and
parents. They need to be more flexible
and adapt to local children's
circumstances, for example by adjusting
their time-table to the seasonal farming
calendar. The Escuela Nueva program in
Colombia is a fine example of a state-
school system which has adapted
successfully to the needs of rural people
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achieving better results and far fewer
drop-outs as a result, as well as
enhancing its students' self-esteem.’

Education of this empowering kind can
help prevent a child from being trapped
by an exploitative employer and, after
all, it is exploitation rather than poverty
alone which generates child labour. If
there were no employers prepared to
exploit children, there would be no child
labour. Children are more easily
intimidated, less likely to organize in
trade unions and can be paid much less.
This allows employers to put their
products on the market at the cheapest
possible prices thereby undercutting any
company which offers decent wages and
conditions to adults. In an increasingly
globalized economy the scramble for
competitiveness is even more crazed,
which is one reason why pious
condemnations of child labour by
enthusiasts for free trade and
globalization in Washington seldom play
to great applause in the Majority World.

Thank you,
Mr Harkin,
Sir!

http://www.newint.org/issue292/thank.ht
m

When US Senator Tom Harkin
proposed a boycott of the products
of child labour,

Western campaigners applauded.
But there were unforeseen
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"The poorest people in the world pay the
greatest price,' Jamaica's Health
Minister, Peter Phillips, once said about
the breaking of developing countries'
social and educational provision on the
wheel of structural adjustment. 'But that
was the price of the international
agencies. We made all the noise in the
world. None of our appeals had any
effect. We do not live in a world in
which morality takes precedence.' Child
labour makes it clearer than any other
issue: it's time to move morality to the
fore. *

FOOTNOTES: 1 Neera Burra, Born to Work:
Child labour in India OUP Delhi 1995. 2
Concerned for Working Children, Education:
Views of the working children, Gramashrama,
India 1995. 3 UNICEF, The State of the World's

Childrenl997.

consequences
for the children of Bangladesh, as
Shahidul Alam reports.

No. No photographs. Saleha is scared.
Many a time she has hidden under
tables, been locked up in the toilet, or
been sent to the roof in the scorching sun
for two or three hours. It happens
whenever foreign buyers enter the
factory. She knows she is under-age, and
doesn’t want photographers messing
things up — she needs the job. The whole
industry has suddenly become sensitive.
Owners want their factories open. The
workers want their jobs. The special
schools for former child labourers want
aid money. No photographs.
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Neither Saleha nor any of the other child
workers I have interviewed have ever
heard of Senator Tom Harkin. All they
know is that pressure from the US,
which buys most of Bangladesh’s
garments, has resulted in thousands of
them losing their jobs at a stroke.

According to a press release by the
garment employers in October 1994:
‘50,000 children lost their jobs because
of the Harkin Bill.” A UNICEF worker
confirms ‘the jobs went overnight’.

The controversial bill, the ‘Child Labor
Deterrence Act’, had first been
introduced in 1992. A senior
International Labour Organization (ILO)
official has no doubt that the original bill
was put forward ‘primarily to protect US
trade interests” — Tom Harkin is
sponsored by a key US trade union, and
cheap imports from the Third World
were seen as undercutting American
workers’ jobs. ‘When we all objected to
this aspect of the Bill,” says the ILO
official, ‘which included a lot of
resistance in the US, the Bill was
amended, the trading aspect was toned
down, and it was given a humanitarian
look.” It was when it was reintroduced
after these amendments in 1993 that the
Bill had its devastating impact in
Bangladesh.

The child workers themselves find it
particularly hard to interpret the US
approach as one of ‘humanitarian
concern’. When asked why the buyers
have been exerting such pressure against
child labour, Moyna, a ten-year-old
orphan who has just lost her job,
comments: ‘They loathe us, don’t they?
We are poor and not well educated, so
they simply despise us. That is why they
shut the factories down.” Moyna’s job
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had supported her and her grandmother
but now they must both depend on
relatives.

Other children have had no alternative
but to seek new kinds of work. When
UNICEF and the ILO made a series of
follow-up visits they found that the
children displaced from the garment
factories were working at stone-crushing
and street hustling — more hazardous and
exploitative activities than their factory
jobs.

‘It is easier for the boys to get jobs
again,” Moyna complains, pointing to
ex-garment boys who have jobs in
welding and bicycle factories. Girls
usually stay at home, doing household
work and looking after smaller children;
many end up getting married simply to
ease money problems.

Rethinking

In the wake of the mass expulsion of
child garment workers it was plain that
something had gone very wrong.
UNICEF and the ILO tried to pick up the
pieces. After two years of hard talking
with the garment employers they came
up with a Memorandum of
Understanding. This guaranteed that no
more children under 14 would be hired,
that existing child workers would be
received into special schools set up by
local voluntary organizations and would
receive a monthly stipend to compensate
them for the loss of their wages.

Some garment owners feel that, instead
of doing a deal, they should have called
the US bluff and continued employing
young children. ‘We export 150 million
shirts a year to the US,’ says one. ‘The
K-mart $12 shirt would have cost $24.
Bill Clinton would have lost his job.’
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As of now 10,547 of the estimated
50,000 children have been registered,
and of these 8,067 have enlisted in
school. Most weren’t registered initially,
as few garment owners admitted having
children working in their factories. Many
lost their jobs before the registration
process began. Unregistered children,
regardless of their age or their schooling,
are not admitted into the scheme.

Saleha is tall for her age. Though in her
factory there are quite a few under-age
children, in most factories children that
look small are no longer taken. This is
what Moyna and Ekram and the other
children repeatedly say: ‘We didn’t
make the size.” In a country where births
are not registered there is no way of
accurately determining a person’s age.
Children with good growth keep their
jobs. Children who look smaller, perhaps
because they are malnourished, do not.

The reliance on size rather than age
means that many children are still at
work in the factories — and many have
no inclination to take up a place in one
of the special schools. Take Sabeena.
Her factory is colourful with tinsel when
I visit and many of the girls have glitter
on their faces. It is the Bangla New Year
and Eid all in one and they are
celebrating. Sabeena proudly shows me
the machine she works on. She is almost
14 and, like Saleha, big for her age. She
has been working at a garment factory
ever since she finished Grade Five,
about 18 months ago. Until then,
schooling was free. There was no way
her parents could pay for her to go to
school and, with her father being poorly,
Sabeena needed to work to keep the
family going.
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Taking home 2,200 taka ($52) a month
(with overtime) Sabeena, at 13, is now
the main breadwinner in the family. She
is lucky to have work, though she would
rather study. She laughs when I talk of
her going to school. She has mouths to
feed, and to give up her job for a 300-
taka-per-month stipend for going to
school simply wouldn’t make sense.
Besides, the special schools only teach
up to Grade Five. The better students,
who have studied that far, find they have
neither jobs nor seats in the school. So
Sabeena’s studies begin at around eleven
at night, with a paid private tutor,
usually by candlelight. At seven in the
morning she has to leave for work.
Seven days a week.

Money is a key concern even for those
children who have been received into the
special schools. At the school run by the
Bangladesh Rural Advancement
Committee (BRAC) in Mirpur, the
children gather round a worker doing the
rounds. ‘When do we get paid, sir?’ they
keep asking.

Despite the promises, not a single child
that [ have interviewed has received the
full pay they are owed. In some cases
field workers, eager to improve their
admission rates, have promised
considerably more than the stipulated
300 taka ($7) per month. In others,
unfounded rumours have created
expectations that the schools cannot
meet.

Shahjahan (pictured on the facing page)
was one of the lucky ones admitted to a
BRAC school. The 300 taka per month
1s a small sum for him too, but he works
in a tailoring shop from nine till eleven
in the morning, and again from two-
thirty in the afternoon till ten at night.
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He doesn’t complain. Though the
scheme does not encourage it, he feels
he is getting the best of both worlds: free
schooling, including a stipend, as well as
paid work and a potential career.

A strange question

Did they like working in garment
factories? The children find this a
strange question. They earned money
because of it, and it gave them a certain
status that non-working children did not
have. They put up with the long hours.
The exceptions remind me that it is
children we are talking about. ‘I cried
when they forced me to do overtime on
Thursday nights,” says Moyna. ‘That
was when they showed Alif Laila
(Arabian Nights) on TV.’

Child workers are popular with factory
owners. ‘Ten- to twelve-year-olds are
the best,” says Farooq, the manager of
Sabeena’s factory. ‘They are easier to
control, not interested in men, or movies,
and obedient.” He forgets to mention that
they are not unionized and that they
agree to work for 500 taka ($12) per
month when the minimum legal wage
for a helper 1s 930 taka.

Owners see Tom Harkin as a well-
meaning soul with little clue about the
realities of garment workers’ lives. ‘As a
student, I too hailed the Bill,” says Sohel,
the production manager at Captex
Garments. ‘I was happy that someone
was fighting for children’s rights. But
now that I work in a factory and have to
turn away these children who need jobs,
I see things differently. Sometimes I take
risks and, if a child is really in a bad
way, I let them work, but it is
dangerous.’
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The notion that a garment employer
might be helping children by allowing
them to work may seem very strange to
people in the West. But in a country
where the majority of people live in
villages where children work in the
home and the fields as part of growing
up, there are no romantic notions of
childhood as an age of innocence.
Though children are cared for, childhood
is seen as a period for learning
employable skills. Children have always
helped out with family duties. When this
evolves into a paid job in the city neither
children nor their families see it as
anything unusual. In poor families it is
simply understood that everyone has to
work.

The money that children earn is
generally handed over to parents, who
run the household as best as they can.
Most parents want their children to go to
school. But they also feel that schooling
is a luxury they cannot afford. The
garment industry has increased the
income of working-class families in
recent years and this has also led to a
change in attitudes. Many middle-class
homes now complain that it is difficult
to get domestic ‘help’ as working-class
women and children choose to work in
garment factories rather than as servants.
This choice — made on the grounds not
just of better economics, but of greater
self-respect — is one many children have
lost because of the Harkin Bill.

The US is wielding power without
responsibility. A nation with a history of
genocide and slavery, and a reputation
for being a bully in international politics,
suddenly proclaims itself a champion of
people’s rights, but refuses to make
concessions over the rates it will pay.
The dollar price-tags on the garments
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produced in some factories suggest a
vast profit being made at the US end.
The buyers claim that what they pay for
the garments is determined by ‘market
forces’. The garment owners make the
same claim with regard to the conditions
of employment for their workers. Both
are simply justifying their own version
of exploitation — and to address child
labour without addressing exploitation is
to treat the symptom, not the disease.

The garment-industry experience has led
to an active debate amongst
development workers and child-rights
activists. “What we have done here in
Bangladesh is described as fantastic,’
says a senior ILO worker. ‘I wonder how
fantastic it really is. How much

THE SHOE-SHINER -
SENEGAL

http://www.newint.org/easier-
english/child labour/assane.html

Assane’s story

Assane Diallo is a 10-year-old
shoe-shine boy in Ziguinchor, the
capital of Senegal’s southern region.
Like hundreds of other children from
the north of Senegal, he has fled not
war, but a bad agricultural policy.
The French Government is trying to
get the Toucouleur people to grow
rice. But their Futa Toro region is too
dry and the result is that the
Toucouleur, traditionally nomadic
cattle herders, are becoming more
impoverished.

I come from the village of Bronkagne in
the Futa Toro. I used to work for my
Uncle Demba cultivating rice, tilling the
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difference will these two or three years
in school make to these children? In
three years, the helper could have been
an operator, with better pay and more
savings. Even if the manufacturers keep
their word and give them back their jobs
at the end of their schooling, the
Memorandum children will hardly be
better off, while their peers will have
gotten on with their careers. We have
spent millions of dollars on 8,000
children. The money itself could have
transformed their lives. This is an
experiment by the donors, and the
Bangladeshi children have to pay.’

Shahidul Alam is a photographer, writer and
activist who runs Drik Picture Library in Dhaka.
The children’s names have been changed to
protect them.

soil and sowing rice seeds. But we didn’t
produce enough and he sent me away.

Uncle Demba told me that it would be
hard in the city. But it will be good for
me whether or not I bring him back
money one day. ‘With travel you gain
experience,” he said. It is good for a
child to know suffering. Then I will
appreciate life when I am older. That is
the Toucouleur way.

Of course I was scared to leave but I also
wanted to go. I am proud that he has sent
me. [ hope I make lots of money. I hope
I can come back to my village and give
all my relatives presents. And I'll be
wearing jeans and sneakers. I already
have this nice T-shirt .

In the village I just wore rags.

Sometimes there wasn’t enough food to
eat. We worked very hard but there was
never enough rain. And rice needs lots of
rain. Still, we Toucouleur always find a
way to survive. If we can’t make money
from farming then we go out and
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become traders. That is what my family
wants me to do.

I already did it last year. I went to the
town of Bakel for three months between
the sowing and harvesting seasons. |
sold baobab and bissap juice on the
street for a market woman. I came back
to Brokagne with new clothes and gave
my uncle money. He was very happy
with me. That’s why he wanted me to go
again this year.

My aim in life is to be a big trader. As
my father died when I was a baby, Uncle
Demba inherited his land instead. So
now his sons will inherit it from him, not
me. That is why I must be a trader. I
want to travel to Bangkok and bring
back textiles and jewellery to sell here.
Then with the profits I will open my own
store. That is what we Toucouleur do. If
you go to any town in Senegal you will
find us with our little stores. My friend’s
uncle has a big store in New York.

I am now on the third step to my life
goal. The first step was working for my
uncle cultivating rice. The second step
was selling drinks on the street. Now the
third step is being a shoe-shine boy. It is
not easy. You have to find people who
look like they have a little extra cash and
convince them that they need their shoes
shined. And sometimes they won’t pay
you. They say ‘Oh, I don’t have the
change, I’ll pay you next time,” and you
never see them again. They also won’t
pay if you get any shoe polish on their
socks.

That’s why I don’t want to do this for
long. I want to learn how to repair shoes.
Then I can work for the older boys who
are shoe traders. They go to Dakar
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[Senegal’s capital] and bring back
broken shoes which we younger boys
repair for them. I have already begun
helping to repair shoes and my friends
are impressed at how fast I am learning.

So my fourth step will be repairing shoes
and my fifth step will be to be a shoe
trader like the older boys. But when I go
to Dakar I won’t just bring back broken
shoes. I will bring all sorts of things.
That is how I will get rich.

I don’t need to go school. What can |
learn there? I know children who went to
school. Their family paid for the fees
and the uniforms and now they are
educated. But you see them sitting
around. Now they are useless to their
families. They don’t know anything
about farming or trading or making
money. Even though I have never been
to school, I can count and quickly give
the correct change. I also know how to
bargain with customers and always make
a profit.

The only thing I need to learn is to read
and write. But I have started. People
from ENDA [a Dakar-based agency]
teach me and my friends every Tuesday
evening. That’s good because it doesn’t
mess up our work schedule.

My friends told me that a white woman
came to talk to them once and told them
it is bad that children have to work. She
said she would put them all in school but
she never came back, and I am glad. If
anyone tries to put me in school I will
run away. [ wouldn’t be making any
money. Then I would be ashamed ever
to go back to my village.

Assane was interviewed by David Hecht.

Published on Thursday, March 16, 2000 in the Washington Post
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The Littlest Laborers: Why Does Child Labor
Continue To Thrive In The Developing World?

by Stephen Buckley

POVOADO DE JOSE VALERIO, Brazil —
About a dozen children, ages 9 to 15,
straggled into the sisal farms in and around
this village at 7 a.m., faces still pinched with
sleep as they prepared to begin their 10-
hour workday.

Some of the children sharpened long
knives and machetes for their
dangerous toil--cutting, piling and
hauling the long, leathery leaves of
the plant that will become, among
other things, rugs, rope and
handbags to be sold in the United
States and elsewhere. The sharp
blades and processing machines
used in the fields have left many
children and their parents with
punctured eyeballs, missing fingers,
scarred legs and amputated arms.

"l saw a boy lose his hand," said
Valdinei dos Santos Goncalves, 14,
who has worked on sisal farms since
he was 8. "He had it one minute, and
then he didn't have it the next. He
was working with the [sisal
shredder]. He was crying a lot, and
he was bleeding--on his clothes, on
the ground. | think it was his left
hand."

The youths working here are among
an estimated 250 million child
laborers between ages 5 and 14
worldwide, most of whom toil in fields
and factories in developing
countries, and whose plight is
spurring new controversy as the
global economy becomes
increasingly interconnected.

President Clinton said during the
World Trade Organization meeting in
Seattle in December that the group
should consider sanctioning member
countries that use the most severe
forms of child labor. Those include
slavery, prostitution and any work
"which is likely to harm the health,
safety, or morals of children,"
according to a United Nations treaty.

But developing countries led by
Brazil, India and Egypt quickly
rejected the idea. They accused
Clinton of using moralistic language
to cloak protectionist policies aimed
at restricting imports from Third
World countries.

Clinton's suggestion of sanctions
"must be seen in the context of the
United States, in the realm of the
WTO, attempting to act against
strong competitors, such as Brazil,"
Luiz Felipe Lampreia, Brazil's foreign
minister, said at the time.

The dispute has been gathering
force for some time. Child labor
issues began attracting attention in
the United States during the 1990s,
with reports focusing on U.S.
industries that rely heavily on child
labor overseas in agriculture,
apparel, sporting goods, carpets and
rugs. New tales cropped up regularly
of famous personalities or giant
corporations--Kathie Lee Gifford,
Michael Jordan and Nike, the Gap--
exploiting child labor and producing
goods in wretched working

23



conditions.

Child labor is widespread. Egyptian
kids harvest cotton, Indians knit rugs,
and Kenyans pick coffee beans.
They rarely make more than $1 a
day.

Many developing nations, including
Brazil, have moved to reduce child
labor, and Clinton praised those
efforts. But the countries say
worldwide economic competition
makes it difficult to eliminate child
labor altogether. Take away work by
children, they say, and production
costs rise, and then companies flee
to countries where labor costs are
cheaper.

Developing countries produce only a
small portion of world exports,
however, and the World Bank
estimates that less than 5 percent of
their child laborers are employed in
export industries. So the competition
argument does not fully answer the
question: Why, when the world as a
whole is growing richer, more
democratic and more educated,
does child labor continue to thrive in
the developing world?

Labor experts and activists say child
labor is an outgrowth of profound
poverty, entrenched cultural habits
and decades of government neglect.
It is born of a lack of education for
children and a paucity of decent jobs
for their parents--many of whom
missed school because they began
working long before puberty.

Here in this poverty-wrecked pocket
of northeastern Brazil, it is rare to
find a parent who did not start
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working before age 8. That is when
Jose Francisco de Jesus, the father
of Valdinei, began working in sisal,
and he has never done anything
else. De Jesus, 56, lives in a tiny
brick house with gaps in the roof and
no electricity or indoor plumbing or
telephone. His family owns no
livestock. He often cannot afford to
buy medicine for his eight children.
He earns $7.50 a week. His children
each make up to $1.50 per week.

"It's an issue of socioeconomic
development, better income
distribution, social mobilization," said
Beatriz Cunha, Brazil's director of the
United Nations' International
Program for the Elimination of Child
Labor, or Ipec. "We can't just say,
"This is a problem of lack of
education or health or social
assistance.' We have to develop a
number of integrated approaches."

Brazil has had anti-child labor laws
on its books since 1891. But
corporations, the government and
society have ignored them. Children,
ages 7 to 14, have ended up working
in virtually every industry, from
shoemaking to charcoal production
to fruit-picking. By 1996, 3.3 million
Brazilian youngsters were working.

That same year, international
pressure compelled the government
of President Fernando Henrique
Cardoso to create an anti-child labor
initiative, the centerpiece of which is
a program that pays parents to send
their children to school.

Today, the number of Brazil's child

workers has fallen to 2.5 million. Yet
many Brazilians privately scorn
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efforts to end child labor. They note
that even the United States once
battled this problem and that,
especially in rural areas, some
American children are no strangers
to 12-hour workdays.

"When we talk about child labor,
we're talking about kids doing jobs
dangerous to their health," said
Pharis Harvey, executive director of
the International Labor Rights Fund,
a watchdog group in Washington. "A
lot of people are confusing
socialization with the exploitation of
children."

In Brazil, child labor is so ingrained
that parents rarely criticize the
government for not providing better
jobs or adequate schooling. Instead,
they echo parents such as de Jesus,
who watched the other day as six of
his children cut and carried sisal,
their eyes and ears clogged with
hordes of flies. The children range in
age from 10 to 15.

De Jesus, who has a broad smile
and an easy manner, said he does
not feel exploited by the sisal farm
owner who employs his children.

"Just the opposite," said the father.
"I'm grateful. | feel obligated to him. .
.. If my children didn't work with me,
we would have to go hungry."

In Povoado de Jose Valerio, home to
85 families, a lot of people are living
meal to meal. The village, 120 miles
west of Salvador, the capital of Bahia
state, is considered part of greater
Teofilandia, which has 20,000
people.
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It is a region where people's lives are
as harsh as the landscape. Lack of
rain has left acres and acres of
parched fields. Trees are feeble, with
brittle, bare branches.

The annual per capita income in
Teofilandia and its surrounding
villages is roughly $140, compared
with about $4,800 nationally. Its
unemployment rate tops 60 percent.
llliteracy hovers at 70 percent.

Like Povoado de Jose Valerio, most
of the villages know no modern
conveniences. The area also has
suffered from spectacular
mismanagement. The only school in
Povoado de Jose Valerio remained
shuttered for four years during the
1990s because the Teofilandia
government did not pay the
teachers.

The area's addiction to sisal has
allowed few people to earn an
education and develop the sKkills to
seek better opportunities. Today
many children who do go to school
attend only sporadically because
their parents make them work when
money is especially tight.

"The problem is lack of jobs," said
Teofilandia Mayor Carlos de Oliveira,
who was not in charge when the
municipality closed the school. "If
you have industry, you can have
jobs, and if people have jobs, they're
able to survive."

Survival is what most children here
say they aspire to. Many said they
plan to cut sisal when they grow up.
Few say that they mind the
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exhausting work.

Jose Almeida Pereira, 14, is an
exception. The short, skinny
teenager, five of whose siblings also
work, has worked since he was 8.
Today he is in the third grade. He
does not know the days of the week.
He cannot add. He reads "a little."

"| like going to school, because in
school | can rest," he said. "l get
headaches from working with the
sisal. My arms and legs ache, too.
It's a lot of walking."

Pereira's mother, Nilda Almeida, who
has eight children, said that she
hopes to enroll Jose into the school
scholarship program when it arrives
here. The program offers parents
between $12.50 and $25 per child
per month if the youngster regularly
attends school.

The nationwide initiative started with
3,710 participants in 1996 and has
362,000 today. Since 1996 the
government also has raised the
minimum working age to 16 and is
beefing up labor inspections, but the
scholarship effort has been by far its
most effective weapon against child
labor.

"It's not a solution, but it's a good
start," said Glaubert Santos, who
directs the government's efforts to
end child labor. "We still have to
make sure families have ways to
earn steady income--and that means
creating jobs."

In the neighboring state of
Pernambuco, where the scholarship
program is popular, children such as
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Jose Wilson Ferreira are grateful.
Ferreira, 12, had worked since he
was 5--shining shoes, pushing a
food cart, selling grapes--seven days
a week, 10 hours a day.

Now, he goes to school every day.
He dreams of joining the armed
forces. He relishes weekends.

"On the weekends now, | rest," he
said. "l don't have to wake up early
anymore."

A Look at Child Labor

More than 250 million children ages
5 to 14 from poor families in
developing nations work.

Child labor*

India 20 to 50 million

Bangladesh 6.6 million

Peru 4 million

Pakistan 3.3 million

Brazil 2.5 million

Egypt 2 million

Philippines 1.8 million

Turkey 1.5 million

Mexico 1.1 million

Kenya 1 million

Guatemala 900,000
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South Africa 200,000

Geographic distribution*

Asia 56%

Africa 32%

Latin America and the Caribbean 7%
Europe and North America 5%

What child laborers do

Agriculture, fishing, forestry, hunting
70%

Manufacturing 8%
Wholesale and retail 8%

Community, social and personal
services 7%

Transport, storage and
communications 4%

Construction 2%

Mining and quarrying 1%

*Based on estimates from UNICEF,
United Nations' International Labor

Organization, Human Rights Watch,
U.S. Department of Labor

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Labor
report

© 2000 The Washington Post
Company

http://www.commondreams.org/views/031600-102.htm
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Child labor in
America

http://www.greenchange.org/article
.php?id=3548

Child labor going largely
unchecked

Ames Alexander and Franco Ordonez |
Charlotte Observer | 11.10.2008

Nery Castaneda tackled a job that
was never intended for kids his
age.

One afternoon last fall, the 17-
year-old Guatemala native ran a
machine to grind damaged pallets
into mulch. When a co-worker at
the Greensboro plant returned from
another task, he didn't see Nery —
until he looked inside the shredder.

“A person shouldn't die like this,”
said older brother Luis. “...He
came with a dream and found

death.”

Decades after the enactment of
regulations designed to prevent
such tragedies, thousands of youths
still get hurt on American jobs
deemed unsafe for young workers.
On a typical day, more than 400
juvenile workers are injured on the
job. Once every 10 days, on
average, a worker under the age of
18 is killed, federal statistics show.
added

Enforcement has waned, despite
new evidence that many employers
are ignoring child labor laws. U.S.
Department of Labor investigations
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have dropped by nearly half since
fiscal year 2000.

“There are lots of kids being asked
to do work that's been prohibited
for them — and it's been prohibited
because it's dangerous,” said Carol
Runyan, who heads UNC's Injury
Prevention Research Center.
“...Our system is failing them.”

More than 3 million youths under
age 18 have jobs. Regulations
prohibit them from doing a variety
of hazardous jobs, including most
meat-processing work.

But last month, at an immigration
raid at a House of Raeford Farms
poultry plant in Greenville, S.C.,
six juveniles were among the
workers detained. Three young
workers told the Observer they

were under 18 when they held jobs
at House of Raeford plants
requiring them to make thousands
of cuts a day with sharp knives.
The company says it requires job
applicants to present identification
showing their age, but not all the
documentation is accurate.

At Agriprocessors, a large
meatpacking plant in Postville,
Iowa, authorities recently charged
owners with thousands of child-
labor violations after finding that
teenage employees were asked to
use circular saws, clean floors with
powerful chemicals and perform
other dangerous tasks.

“The raids in Postville and

Greenville show that 15- and 16-
year-old kids are doing some of the
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most dangerous jobs in America,”
says Reid Maki of the National
Consumers League. “ ... It's time
for the U.S. Department of Labor
to investigate slaughterhouses and
poultry plants.”

A study of 16- and 17-year-old
construction workers in North
Carolina, published in 2006, found
that more than 80 percent did tasks
that were clearly prohibited. A
national survey of young retail and
service workers, published in 2007,
found that more than half of males
and more than 40 percent of
females performed prohibited
tasks.

Runyan, who co-authored both
studies, says much of the blame
lies with employers.

“I suspect there are employers who
flagrantly disregard the law,” she
said. “And I suspect there are
others who are clueless.”

Little to deter employers

Employers who flout child-labor
rules often face few consequences.

Federal law allows a maximum
penalty of $11,000 for each
violation, but in 2006 the average
penalty was less than $1,000,
according to the National
Consumers League. Total federal
penalties for child labor violations
dropped 29 percent from 2000 to
2007.

Federal child labor laws cover
large employers, as well as smaller
companies engaged in interstate
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commerce. Most states also have
their own child labor laws, which
usually cover small employers and
impose additional restrictions. But
state fines tend to be smaller.

Under N.C. law, the maximum
penalty for each violation is $250.
When employers fail to ensure
juvenile workers get youth
employment certificates, the
maximum fine is $50 for each
violation. That “doesn't seem to be
a whole lot of deterrent,” says N.C.
wage and hour director Jim Taylor,
whose office is in charge of
enforcing — but not writing — the
state's child-labor laws.

In South Carolina, the maximum
penalty for violations is $1,000 per
person per job.

Federal labor department officials
say much has been done to help
improve conditions for young
workers. Alexander Passantino,
administrator for the wage and
hour division of the U.S.
Department of Labor, told a
congressional committee in
September that officials have
worked to strengthen child-labor
laws, raise public awareness and
target industries where young
workers are likely to be killed or
injured. The number of youths
killed on the job has declined over
the past decade, he noted.

But critics say government has
made little progress. Since 2001,
injury rates among young workers
have remained virtually flat,
according to the National Institute
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for Occupational Safety and
Health.

Witnesses at the recent
congressional hearing were asked
whether regulators are doing
enough to protect children. Several
said the answer was no.

“Much more can and must be done
to better protect our young people
from hazards and dangers they
confront in the workplace,”
testified Sally Greenberg,
executive director of the National
Consumers League.

The perils of poultry

Meatpacking plants are among the
workplaces where better
protections are most needed, child
advocates say. Many of those
plants hire illegal immigrants with
false papers, excacerbating the
challenge of stopping juveniles
from being employed.

In poultry plants, workers are
surrounded by dangerous machines
and chemicals. And they're often
required to make thousands of cuts
with sharp knives each day, work
that can leave them with
lacerations and debilitating nerve
and muscle problems, such as
carpal tunnel syndrome.

But youths are finding work in
such plants, the Observer found.

Elena Luna said she was 16 when
she went to work at the Mountaire
Farms poultry plant in Lumber
Bridge, N.C. At first, she said, a
human resources official told her
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she wasn't old enough. But when
she returned with a
recommendation from a cousin at
the plant, the official asked her
whether she could do the work, she
said.

“He said, “I don't want to see you
in the nursing station or they'll fire
me,” she said.

On the processing line, she said,
she got little training and worked
with a supervisor who often yelled
at her to hurry up.

Making thousands of cuts with dull
knives every day, her hands began
to hurt. “Sometimes I couldn't hold
the knife,” she said.

Luna, who worked under the name
Rosaura, said she often wanted to
quit, but endured because she
needed to repay family members
from Mexico who financed her trip
to the U.S. — and she thought it was
one of the few jobs she could get.

Luna, now 20, said other juveniles
also worked at the plant. “I was not
the only one,” she said. “...
Everybody knew.”

Mike Tirrell, vice president of
operations for Mountaire Farms,
said Luna signed paperwork
indicating she was 18 when she
was hired in 2005. She was fired
about 15 months later, after
company officials discovered false
information on her application,
Tirrell said.

He said he could not speak to
Luna's specific allegations, but

30



noted that the scenario she
described with the human
resources official would violate
company policy. He disputed that
the company has employed
numerous underage workers.

The company participates in a
voluntary federal program that
helps employers determine whether
job applicants are legally
authorized to work in the country.
“We take every step that we can
reasonably take to ensure the
eligibility of applicants ...,” Tirrell
said.

Nery's last day

Nery Castaneda lived a healthy
life. He loved to play soccer and
steered clear of alcohol, cigarettes
and confrontation, his brother Luis
said.

In June 2007, he went to work for
Pallet Express, a manufacturer in
Greensboro with about 80
employees. He presented his ID,
which showed he was 17, his
brother said.

Several months into the job, he was
asked to operate the pallet
shredder, a massive machine that
turned damaged pallets into mulch.

On the day of the accident, Nery's
co-worker stepped away to get a
forklift, Luis said. By the time the
co-worker returned, Castanieda had
been devoured by the shredder.

N.C. OSHA cited the company for
eight serious violations, including
its failure to put required safety
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guards on the machine. The agency
fined Pallet Express $12,000. The
state labor department has also
fined the company $250 for putting
a juvenile without a youth
employment certificate in a
hazardous job he shouldn't have
been doing.

The family, meanwhile, has filed a
lawsuit alleging, among other
things, that the company failed to
provide Nery with the proper safety
gear, training and supervision.

Company vice president Lynn Bell
said she could not comment on the
case because it is still under
investigation.

Luis vividly remembers seeing his
brother-in-law's pale face that
afternoon in October 2007 when he
came to deliver the news that there
had been an accident. Luis sank
deep into a chair. “No,” he recalled
moaning.

“I didn't believe it,” Luis said.
“...He was a kid.”

Let us
work!

Working children all over the world
are starting to get organized — and
are sending delegates
to confront rich-world politicians and
trade unionists. Anthony Swift
watches the sparks fly.

www.newint.org/issue292/work.htm
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Lakshmi basrur started making beedis
(cheap cigarettes) with her mother as a
very young child. ‘It hurts your back a
lot and you breathe in tobacco dust.
People who do the work get TB,’ she
says. When Lakshmi was ten, her father
abandoned the family; she left her school
and home in Kolkere, Karnataka, India,
to become a domestic worker. ‘I cleaned
the house and took care of the child. I
was up at five in the morning and
worked till ten at night. There were so
many rooms I could never finish the
work. It was like being beaten.’

To support his family and pay for his
schooling, Vidal Cocoa Mamani (now
17) went at the age of 12 to work in the
Mucumayo (Deep River) gold mine in a
remote part of Peru. ‘Sometimes,
climbing a steep track from the mine to
the deposit, I was made to carry sacks of
ore that were too heavy for me. If you
refused you were fired. I used to carry
the ore on the same shoulder and
developed problems with my legs.’

Now teenagers, Lakshmi and Vidal were
delegates to the Amsterdam Conference
on Child Labour, the aim of which was
to identify the most pernicious forms of
child labour, their causes and how they
might be eradicated. Invited by the
Dutch Government, in the new spirit of
children’s participation, they were
among eight representatives of
movements of working children in
Central and South America, West Africa
and Asia.

More conventional delegates who
imagined the children might sing a few
songs or do a theatrical turn were in for a
rude awakening. Attended by
government ministers, union and
business bosses, representatives of
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voluntary organizations and international
agencies from 30 countries, the
Conference launched a formal
international debate that will inform the
drawing up by the International Labour
Organization (ILO) of a new Convention
on Hazardous Child Labour, due in three
years’ time.

The children’s delegates listened for six
hours to statements by Ministers and
others before they got their first chance
to speak. The Conference message was
that intolerable and criminal forms of
child labour — bonded and other types of
enforced labour, physically and
psychologically damaging work,
prostitution and pornography and work
that deprived children of an education —
could and should be tackled within a set
time-frame. Delegates stressed that
children should not be simply removed
from work but received into
rehabilitation programs and that they
should benefit from universal,
compulsory, high-quality primary
schooling and enhanced family earning-
power.

But many speakers felt the new
convention ought not to replace but
rather to galvanize support for the
current ILO Convention 138 which,
though it has been signed by very few
countries, essentially aims to abolish all
child work, aiming to establish a basic
minimum age of 15.

‘Nearly all child labour is intolerable and
nearly all is criminal,” contended Neil
Kearney, General Secretary of the
International Textile, Garment and
Leather Workers’ Federation,
reinforcing his case with a sampling of
dire examples of child exploitation. ‘If
the agenda of those pushing for action
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on intolerable forms results in other
child labour being ignored I think future
generations of working children will
never forgive us.’

It was in this context that the children’s
delegates gave their countervailing
message loud and clear, urging not
abolition but regulation. Action should
be taken, they said, to eradicate the most
pernicious forms of child labour. But, in
the absence of a real assault on the root
causes of poverty, children had to have
the right to work. It was not work but
exploitation in the workplace that had to
be targeted, and not only that of
children. Was it any better to be
exploited after the age of 15?

‘We say “yes” to work, “no” to
exploitation; “yes” to work, “no” to ill-
treatment; “yes” to work, “no” to abuses;
“yes” to work, “no” to social exclusion,’
intoned Ana Maria Catin Torrentes (17),
of the Movement of Working Children
and Adolescents in Nicaragua.

Romaine Dieng, from the West African
Movement of Working Children and
Youth, needed no conference to tell her
the causes of child labour. ‘The
economic crisis, the impact of structural-
adjustment programs, unemployment,
lack of school and health provision, lack
of education, widespread injustice, the
chasm between rich and poor, the failure
of governments to support working
children, and the lack of protection for
such children — both girls and boys,’
were among those she reeled off.

The many existing laws and conventions
guaranteeing children’s well-being had
yet to produce any great improvement
for the world’s more than 250 million
child workers, suggested the children’s
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representatives. There are laws aplenty —
what is lacking is the political will.

For children well schooled in the
duplicity of the adult world, promises by
politicians of antipoverty and
rehabilitation measures are to be
weighed not in words but actions. In the
meantime, education without work
wouldn’t wash. ‘There is no point
offering us quality education if you deny
us work,” said Lakshmi Basrur, of
Bhima Sangha, a working children’s
union in Karnataka, India. ‘Our families’
survival depends on our working. The
day should come when children need not
work. Till then, they should have access
to dignified work and good-quality but
appropriate education, as well as time
for leisure.’

Even with intolerable forms of labour,
the young delegates were concerned
about the implementation of global bans.
Children might be displaced into even
worse circumstances, such as
prostitution and crime, or be at greater
risk of abandonment. Each situation had
to be taken case by case and the children
in such work fully consulted and listened
to before bans were applied, argued
Lakshmi.

Some of the young delegates were
furious with reporters and other
delegates who used their quotes to
portray work as purely dangerous and
abusive. ‘That is manipulation,” said
Vidal, of the National Movement of
Organized Working Children, in Peru. ‘I
want to make it very clear that work is
not all bad. I didn’t discover only
exploitation in the mines. There were
adults who really cared for us. We also
had moments of gaiety, making a sport
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of racing each other in carrying the ore.
There was joy in work.’

Such statements deeply troubled certain
conference delegates — not least those
from trade unions. Some suggested that
the children had been ‘coached’ or
manipulated by adults, an allegation
confounded by their conviction in
arguing their cause. Others latched on to
a point of apparent disunity; Lidja
Pereira da Silva (15), from the National
Movement of Street Children in Brazil,
differed from her colleagues by
supporting a ban on work below the age
of 14. However, in their intensive pre-
conference deliberations, the children’s
delegates had already decided how to
deal with this. “We don’t all have to
think identically,” they said.
‘Circumstances in Brazil are different
and require a different response.’

Other people questioned the young
delegates’ right as teenagers to speak for
working children. A Tanzanian trade-
union leader who did so was sharply
rebuffed. “You are here to speak for
children,” responded Vidal. ‘Are you
five years old? I dare say you have not
even been a working child. I must tell
you that we are elected by working
children in our countries to come here.’

Locked into battles with bosses to
protect their members’ interests in a
context of privatization, downsizing and
deregulation, the unions fear any
yielding on child work will be seized
upon by employers to open the flood-
gates, further undermining the wages
and job security of adult formal-sector
workers. The children, on the other
hand, need to work if they and their
families are to survive but also see work
as a means of being valued by and
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integrated into society, instead of
marginalized into more criminal
activities.

‘Through my work I felt I was part of
society,” said Vidal. ‘I felt responsible
and proud that [ was contributing by
paying for my education and that of my
brothers and sisters.” Work should not be
the possession of any group, he argued,
but a universal right, available to both
children and adults.

‘Children raise questions which are very
different from traditional trade-union
concerns,” says Nandana Reddy of the
International Working Group on Child
Labour, which staged the First
International Meeting of Child Workers
in Karnataka last year. ‘They go beyond
issues of wages and working conditions
to community concerns and beyond their
own interests to those of all children.’

The children’s delegates spoke in
support of ten resolutions hammered out
at preceding local, regional and
international meetings of working
children. In addition to the right to
dignified part-time work, allowing
access to leisure and appropriate
education and occupational training,
they called for an end to consumer
boycotts of the produce of child labour.
But they also wanted access to proper
healthcare and demanded that the root
causes of their difficulties — primarily
poverty — be tackled.

You might think that adults, seriously
bent on ending the oppression of
children, would take a close interest in
children present who had so triumphed
over their own oppression as to become
articulate advocates for their own cause.
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You would be wrong. Surprisingly few
delegates really sought them out.
Notable among those who did were
Swedish Labour Minister Margareta
Winberg and Carol Bellamy, head of
UNICEF, which has played a key role in
promoting children’s participation and
organization. But the attitudes of some
delegates raised fears that they might
pressure the Norwegian Government not
to invite their young counterparts to the
next phase of the debate — a conference
in Oslo in November, focusing on
implementation. ‘Perhaps some other
children should take part?’ suggested a
union delegate, possibly referring to
union-organized apprentices.

What the children’s representatives had
in common is that their movements are
in the very vanguard of promoting the
participation and organization of
children of the underclass. The adult
resource people who support them —
variously known as

volunteers, collaborators and street
educators — start from where the children
are, in the streets and other workplaces
and poor communities. They offer them
what the world as it is structured
systematically denies them, as well as
their families and poor communities —
respect, companionship and solidarity.
They encourage them to form groups to
discuss, analyze and find ways to
overcome their common problems and
work to reinforce family and community
solidarity.

Some working children’s movements
already play a vigorous part in local and
even national policy-making. Lakshmi’s
movement, Bhima Sangha, has gained
representation on the taskforces of five
village authorities, producing some
substantive changes in children’s lives.
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The National Movement of Street Boys
and Girls is playing a major role in
negotiating the implementation of
children’s legal rights throughout Brazil.
Meanwhile the National Movement of
Organized Working Children in Peru has
developed a curriculum for working
children, established it in a government
school and is now negotiating to have
other schools take it up.

Through such interventions, organized
children are already helping to produce
positive changes in public attitudes and
social provision. Their deliberations are
surprisingly mature and scrupulously
democratic. The leadership they value is
the kind that facilitates everyone’s
participation. Through their
organizations children learn to conduct
themselves as citizens — and challenge
the adult world to do the same. It is this
process that they trust to bring about real
social change.

But what is citizenship? ‘It is to be the
subject of rights and know your
responsibilities,” said Vidal. ‘It is to
want to be treated as a member of
society, not as a victim of poverty. As
citizens we should be respected —
whether we are very small kids, working
children, adults or old people.
Citizenship is the exercise of mutual
respect.’

That is the vision that will be shut out if
the doors are closed to them in Oslo.

Anthony Swift is a regular contributor to the NI.
His book Children for Social Change (ISBN 1-
900219-09-3) is available from bookshops or
from Educational Heretics Press, Bramcote Hills,
Nottingham NG9 3FQ, England.
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