	
The future at stake
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Children in many developing countries are leading appalling lives. It is feared that in this so-called global village, if issues like child labour and child trafficking are allowed to go on without keeping a check on them, the future of many a generation to come will be in jeopardy
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Children are the most beautiful creation of God. They are the joy of their parents’ lives and are known to bring smile to everybody’s face. Childhood is known as the golden period of one’s life. Unfortunately millions of children are forced to spend their lives impoverished, abandoned, malnourished and neglected. Whether they live in urban centres or rural areas, they are denied essential facilities such as health care and education, lack the protection of family and community, and are often at risk of exploitation and abuse. For these children, childhood is not a time to grow, learn, play and feel safe but is a daily struggle for survival.

It is a sad fact that when children are deprived of basic facilities and rights and are neglected and abused in the early years of life, they suffer damage from which they may never fully recover and that may prevent them from reaching their full potential as adults. In other words, the effects of deprivation, neglect and abuse at a young age remain with the person throughout his/her life. For instance, children who do not complete primary school are less likely to have the education and skills to improve their prospects of earning a decent income in adulthood; those subjected to violence, abuse or exploitation may endure psychosocial trauma that can affect them throughout their adult lives.

There are a number of factors that put the children in circumstances where their life is under threat. The greatest threat facing children is poverty; but armed conflicts and HIV/Aids are also contributing greatly to put children’s lives at stake today.

Poverty: Children living in the least developed countries are the most likely to be denied essential services such as adequate nutrition, safe drinking water, decent sanitation facilities, education, health care and shelter. The statistical analysis of key development indicators related to child health and education such as under-five mortality, malnutrition, primary school enrolment, etc., show a wide disparity in the health and education of children growing up in countries with lowest level of development as compared to their peers in the rest of the world. Poverty affects health and nutrition of children often to the extent that their very survival is compromised. According to reports, in 2004, 4.3 million children — one out of every six live births — died before the age of five in the least developed countries alone. Although under-fives in the least developed countries make up only 19 per cent of the world’s under-fives, they account for over 40 per cent of all under-five deaths.

Malnourished children suffer from frequent ill health that further weakens them. Parents are unable to seek medical care in times of illness because of financial constraints.

Poverty in family is also a reason for children not attending school. Children living in the least developed countries, the poorest communities and the most impoverished households are less likely to be enrolled in, or be able to regularly attend, school. It is estimated that in the least developed countries 40 per cent of boys and 45 per cent of girls do not attend school; of those who enter primary school about one-third drop out before reaching grade five, and around 80 per cent of secondary school age do not attend secondary school.

The lack of education denies them the opportunity to earn a decent income that would allow them to escape poverty in the future. Hence they spend their lives in poverty and their children too are caught in the web of destitution.

Girls are more affected as they are the first to be taken out of school because of financial constraints. The ratio between girls and boys out of school is believed to be 117:100, that is, for every 100 boys out of primary school there are 117 girls.

Gender inequality is not only seen in school attendance but also results in limited access to basic health care services. Female children are often denied health care in minor illness. This gender inequality continues throughout life and affects the next generation as well. Women who are left uneducated as girls are not empowered and often lack access to basic services and information; and since mothers are the first care-givers for their children, in the absence of access to basic services or information, they do not seek timely intervention in illness and hence their children are also denied these facilities.

Child labour: According to latest ILO estimates, 246 million children between five and 17 are engaged in child labour. Of these nearly 70 per cent or 171 million are working in hazardous situations or conditions such as mines, in the agriculture field with chemicals and pesticides or in factories with dangerous machinery. Children also work in workshops and road-side hotels, on the streets washing cars, selling flowers and newspapers, and as domestic servants, etc. Though these children are not well paid, they still serve as major contributors to family income.

Working children are the objects of extreme exploitation in terms of toiling for long hours for minimal pay. Their work conditions are severe, often not providing the stimulation for proper physical and mental development. They are more at risk of suffering from work-related illness and injuries than adults as they may be less aware of the risks involved in their occupation and place of work. They may suffer from illnesses and injuries such as broken or complete loss of limbs, burns, skin diseases, eye-sight and hearing impairment, respiratory and gastrointestinal illnesses, fever and headaches from excessive heat in the field or in factories.

It is difficult to ascertain the number of children involved in domestic service around the world, but it certainly runs into millions. Many of these children are girls, as in many countries domestic service is seen as the only avenue of employment for a young girl. Their condition of life and labour are entirely dependent on the whims of their employer. They are often paid little or nothing over and above food and lodging. Often it is a 24-hour job with the child perpetually on call and subject to the whims of all family members. In addition to that, they are especially susceptible to physical and psychological harm. Many are forced to undertake tasks that are completely inappropriate for their age and physical health. They are often underfed and malnourished and frequently suffer physical abuse as punishment for a task performed at a lower standard than demanded or simply as a routine means of ensuring their submission. They are also at the risk of sexual abuse.

Children involved in labour often receive little or no education; they are also exposed to psychological harm. Their preoccupations with earning a living at an early age and the lack of education have a profound effect on them, often changing their whole outlook on life.

Debt bondage: Bonded labour is forced labour where children are given over by their families to work under complete control of a landowner, money-lender or entrepreneur, working in brick kiln etc., to pay off family debts. In most cases the child cannot work off the debt nor can the family raise enough money to buy the child back and hence the child spends its entire life in bondage. In some cases the labour is generational, that is, generations work for the same employer with little or no pay to clear the debt. The work is often hazardous and too heavy to be appropriate for children.

Street children: Children are not only forced to work, they often spend their days and nights living on the streets. Street children can be found in almost all cities of the world and are not restricted to the poor countries. Though the exact number of street children is not available, it is estimated that the number of children living on the streets worldwide is between 100-150 million.

Many of these children are those who have run away from homes because of neglect or psychological, physical or sexual abuse, parents’ use of drugs and alcohol, extreme poverty, etc. Many are orphans and have no place to live except on the streets. Once on the streets, they are vulnerable to all forms of abuse and exploitation.

Child trafficking: It is a global problem. It is estimated that trafficking affects about 1.2 million children each year. It is one of the gravest forms of child abuse in the world today, and mainly affects children from the poor countries. Trafficking of children takes different forms. Some children are abducted, others are tricked and still others are lured by the promise of earnings not suspecting the level of exploitation they will suffer at the other end of the recruiting chain. Children are often trafficked because they or their families desperately need money and think traffickers offer a real chance of employment and better lives.

Factors like war and natural disasters, family dislocation, the lack of laws against trafficking or domestic violence put children more at risk of trafficking. Girls are especially at risk because they often have a lower status than boys.

Children are trafficked because there is a demand for their labour or their bodies. Many are forced to work in the sex industry, for example in pornography, prostitution or sex tourism. Some end up as labourers in factories or agriculture, industries like mining or as domestic servants; others are used in armed conflicts as child soldiers, porters, and landmine cleaners. Trafficking also occurs for some forms of sport, like camel racing in the Middle East, and for adoption. In these case, children are physically abused, their working conditions are dangerous, they don’t go to school, they get little rest, they don’t have health care, and they don’t have the care and protection of their family.

Trafficking damages children in many ways. They work in dangerous, physically damaging and harmful environment. For example, they may have to work in a confined space, forced to sit in one position all day working in poor light, or breathing in dust and fibres. This threatens their health, development and often their very survival; and they are denied their rights to education, to health, and to protection from exploitation and abuse. Children in the sex industry have a high risk of catching STDs like HIV/Aids. Even when these children are not meant for the sex industry, they are often physically abused and sexually exploited.

HIV/Aids: With the HIV/Aids pandemic spreading to more and more countries and population groups, children are the worst affected. It is estimated that in 2004, almost five million people became infected with HIV — the most in a single year since the early ‘80s. Young people aged between 15 and 24 years now account for nearly one-third of people living with HIV/Aids globally. Every day, nearly 1,800 children under 15 are infected. Children under 15 account for 13 per cent of new global infections and 17 per cent of HIV/Aids deaths annually.

Their risk of getting infected increases because of a host of social and economic reasons including poverty, sexual behaviour/ exploitation and violence, substance abuse and the lack of access to HIV information and prevention services. Vulnerable children can do little to protect themselves from infection or may not know how to prevent themselves from HIV.

Themselves at risk of being infected with HIV/Aids, children have to suffer the loss of parents and care-givers. The pandemic is tearing away at the social, cultural and economic fabric of families. Some 15 million children have already lost one or more parents to the disease and millions more have been made vulnerable. The loss of care-givers results in the lack of access to essential services and the increased risk of missing out on education.

The protracted illness and death of parents exert enormous pressures on children, who often have to assume adult roles in treatment, care and support. They suffer stigmatization and discrimination in their communities and societies, experience greater exposure to violence, abuse and exploitation and drop out of school for a variety of reasons. The loss of home, their dropping out of school, separation from siblings and friends, the increased workload and social isolation may all have negative impact on the psychological health of children.

Armed conflicts: Armed conflicts affect all aspects of child development — physical, mental and emotional. While thousands of children are killed every year as a direct result of fighting, many more die from malnutrition and diseases caused or increased by armed conflicts. It is because health services in war and conflict areas are often destroyed or forced to close down or diverted to military needs, that the civilian population is denied effective health care. Besides diseases, malnutrition also takes place as a result of the disruption of food supply. Food may be in short supply or the family unable to purchase it because of poverty.

Another serious implication of conflicts is disruption in the education process. Schools are either destroyed or closed down or teachers may have left or forced to enlist. Where schools are functioning parents may not consider it safe to let their children attend school, especially if they are far from home, out of fear, or they may be needed to work in fields or shops or help at home.

Apart from physical vulnerability, children are also mentally and emotionally vulnerable. Children living in war-torn nations suffer the loss of and separation from family members, experience their homes and schools being destroyed; and threatened with death often have to leave the once safe confines of their hometown to take refuge elsewhere.

One of the most alarming trends relating to children and armed conflicts is their participation as active soldiers. The children most likely to become soldiers are from impoverished and marginalized backgrounds or those separated from their families. While most child soldiers are conscripted after being kidnapped or just picked from streets and schools, hunger and poverty may also drive parents to offer their children for these services. Children recruited as soldiers are denied education and protection and are often unable to access essential health care services.

Sometimes children may pick up arms and enlist in order to survive, believing that it’s the only way to guarantee regular meals, clothing or medical attention.

Armed conflicts force the people to flee their homes exposing them to danger and insecurity. Displacement has a profound physical, emotional and developmental impact on children and increases their vulnerability. Of the world’s estimated 27 million refugees and 30 million displaced people, 80 per cent are women and children. The WHO estimates that half of the world’s refugees may be infected with tuberculosis as crowded conditions in refugee camps provide a breeding ground for infections. Malaria and acute respiratory infections, including pneumonia also claim many lives, besides diarrhoea and cholera which are a constant threat.

Although to get firm evidence of the impact of armed conflicts on children and the number of children caught up in armed conflicts is not possible, the linkages are indicative of the alarming damage. Owing to the breakdown in governance and the damage caused to infrastructure, conflict-hit areas experience high rates of childhood mortality and low rates of educational participation.

According to the State of the World’s Children Report 2006, “Of the 12 countries where 20 per cent or more children die before the age of five, nine have suffered a major armed conflict in the past five years and 11 of the 20 countries with the most elevated rates of under-five mortality have experienced major armed conflicts since 1990. Armed conflicts also have devastating effects on primary school enrolment and attendance. For example, the nine conflict-afflicted countries where one in five children dies before the age of five have an average net primary school attendance ratio of 51 per cent for boys and 44 per cent for girls, well below the corresponding averages of 60 and 55 per cent respectively, for the least developed countries as a whole.”

It is up to us to provide a fruitful life to our children free from poverty, hunger and abuse — a world where they are not denied their rights to education, health and protection. Let us hope that in the years to come these deprived and neglected children will improve and they will lead a fulfilling life.


	Child trafficking

Child trafficking happens in every region of the world but Asian countries, including Cambodia and Thailand, are recognized as the hub for trafficking, particularly for sex tourism.

In East Asia and the pacific region most trafficked children are forced into child prostitution, though some are also recruited for industrial and agricultural work. Girls as young as 13 years (mainly from Asia and Eastern Europe) are often recruited as mail-order brides and for domestic service.

In south Asia, trafficking forms part of the immense child labour problem. A significant number of children are trafficked for other purposes including prostitution, for carpet and garment factories, for construction projects and begging.

In Europe children are mainly trafficked from east to west, reflecting the demand for cheap labour and child prostitution in the richer countries of the continent.

In the Americas and the Caribbean, criminals who move drugs across borders are reportedly becoming involved in human trafficking as well.

Child labour — regional estimates

• Asian and Pacific regions harbour the largest number of child workers in the five to 14 age group, 127.3 million in total (19 per cent of children work in the region).

• Sub-Saharan Africa has an estimated 48 million child workers. Almost one child in three (29 per cent) below the age of 15 works.

• Latin America and the Caribbean have approximately 17.4 million child workers (16 per cent of children work in the region).

• Fifteen per cent of children work in the Middle East and North Africa.

• Approximately 2.5 million children are working in industrialised and transition economies. — www.unicef.org/protection/index_childlabour.html

• One billion children live in poverty (one in two children in the world). Six hundred and forty million live without adequate shelter, 400 million have no access to safe water, 270 million have no access to health services. 10.6 million died in 2003 before they reached the age of five.

• According to Unicef, 30,000 children die each day because of poverty. And they “die quietly in some of the poorest villages on earth, far removed from the scrutiny and the conscience of the world. Being meek and weak make these dying multitudes even more invisible in death.”

That is about 210,000 children each week, or just under 11 million children under five years of age, each year. http://www.globalissues.org/TradeRelated/Poverty.asp


