ILO estimates 218m child labourers in world
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* 8 to 10 million child labourers in Pakistan

Staff Report

PESHAWAR: The International Labour Organisation (ILO) estimates that there are 218 million child labourers the world over, stated SPARC Executive Director Qindeel Shujaat on Monday.

In a statement issued by the Society for the Protection of the Rights of the Child (SPARC) on the World Day Against Child Labour (today), Qindeel Shujaat, who is also Taskforce Convener on Bonded Child Labour, said lack of information on existence and number of bonded child labourers who come from the poorest families are a major problem.”

“Recent experience suggests that national governments are responding more where there is an international and donor pressure. It does not speak of an ideal situation, but international pressure is effective in pushing national governments,” he said.

“Bonded child labourers work in workshops, remote quarries, on farms and in the homes as domestic workers,” he added. 

“Approximately 8.4 million are trapped in slavery, trafficking, debt bondage, prostitution, pornography and other illicit and illegal activities. In Pakistan, the estimated figures of child labourers according to the Human Rights Commission in Pakistan (HRCP) are between 8 to 10 million and growing,” Qindeel Shujaat added. 

He said the Child Workers of Asia Taskforce on Bonded Child Labour – a broad social alliance of civil society organisations in Asia – urged the donor community to support these children on priority basis in the form of technical and other cooperation.

“Unfortunately, most of the national actors where the problem of bonded labour prevails have neither the technical capacity nor the political will to effectively address a problem of such a magnitude. Governments must focus on children in bondage,” stated SPARC National Manager-Promotion Fazila Gulrez. 

She said there were three types of bonded labourers, adding, “The first is when a child inherits a debt carried by his/her parents. Another form of bonded labour occurs when a child is used as collateral for a loan. Finally, a child worker may enter into bondage when the parents request an advance on future wages they expect to earn.” 

“In such a clandestine environment, it is impossible to get precise figures on the extent of the phenomenon of child debt bondage,” she added. 

The statement said that the victims of child debt bondage system were in millions, and that the labour exists in many countries, particularly in Asia and South Asia. “It is often exercised in connection with other criminal acts, such as kidnapping, trafficking and selling of children or child prostitution.”

In fact, only two countries have laws expressly aimed at bonded labour; these are India in 1976 and Pakistan in 1992 The Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act 1992. 

The statement said all policies and projects must be specific to bonded labour and not simply an intensification of measures taken against child labour as a whole. It added that practical action should address three main target groups: the society in general, the slave masters and the children in bondage.

“The most effective way of reducing and eventually eliminating child labour will be the provision of adequate access to primary and secondary education.”

