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HUMAN RIGHTS AND CHILD LABOUR: A BARRIER TO DEVELOPMENT
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ABSTRACT

“Any work by children that interferes with their full physical development and their opportunities
of education is a child labour”:

- By Homer Folks

Child labour persists as a global challenge despite widespread recognition of children as the
most valuable assets of any nation. Homer Folks succinctly defined child labour as any work that
impedes a child's physical development and educational opportunities. This paper explores the
multifaceted dimensions of child labour, its detrimental impacts on children's well-being, and its
implications for national development. Child labour encompasses a spectrum of activities, from paid to
unpaid work, occurring in both organized and unorganized sectors. It not only jeopardizes children's
physical, mental, moral, and social development but also perpetuates cycles of exploitation, particularly
when children become bonded labourers. Sadly, children aged 5-14 are engaged in various hazardous
occupations across the globe, spanning from fisheries to factories and mines, predominantly in
developing regions like Asia, Africa, and Latin America. This paper underscores that child labour is not
only a hindrance to individual development but also a formidable obstacle to national progress. Despite
increased attention from bodies like the National Human Rights Commission and international initiatives
like the International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC) by the International Labour
Organization (ILO), the problem persists, particularly in countries like India. In India, factors such as
poverty, inadequate education, substandard living conditions, and the growth of the informal economy
contribute significantly to the prevalence of child labour. Although legislative measures like the prohibition
of child labour under Article 24 of the Indian Constitution and provisions for free and compulsory
education (Articles 21A and 45) exist, enforcement remains a challenge. The paper examines various
laws enacted by both the central and state governments, including the Factories Act of 1948, the Mines
Act of 1952, the Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act of 1986, the Juvenile Justice (Care and
Protection) Act of 2000, and the Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act of 2009.
Additionally, numerous NGOs such as CARE India and Bachpan are actively involved in combating child
labour. Despite these efforts, the scale of the problem necessitates sustained investment in rehabilitation
schemes. Finding adequate resources remains a persistent challenge. This paper concludes by
advocating for continued collaboration between government bodies, NGOs, and international
organizations to effectively address the scourge of child labour and ensure the realization of children's
rights worldwide.
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Introduction

Child labour persists as a complex and pressing issue worldwide, posing significant challenges
to human rights and socio-economic development. Homer Folks succinctly defines child labour as any
form of work that obstructs a child's physical development and educational opportunities. This definition
underscores the multifaceted nature of child labour, encompassing a range of activities that undermine
the well-being of children and impede their potential for a better future.
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Child labour manifests in various forms, spanning from paid to unpaid work, and occurring
across organized and unorganized sectors. Regardless of its guise, child labour has profound
implications for children's physical, mental, moral, and social development. When children are engaged in
hazardous or exploitative work, they are denied the opportunity to grow and thrive in a safe and nurturing
environment. Moreover, the consequences of child labour extend beyond individual children, affecting
families, communities, and societies at large.

One of the most egregious forms of child labour is bonded labour, wherein children are trapped
in a cycle of debt to their employers. Often, children from impoverished backgrounds are lured into
bonded labour by promises of financial assistance or employment opportunities. However, they soon find
themselves ensnared in a system of exploitation, compelled to work long hours for meagre wages to
repay their debts. This form of modern-day slavery robs children of their childhood and perpetuates
intergenerational poverty.

Child labour is pervasive across various industries and regions, with children as young as five
years old engaged in work that should be reserved for adults. From agriculture to manufacturing, mining,
and domestic work, children are found toiling in hazardous conditions, often exposed to physical dangers,
health risks, and psychological trauma. Developing regions such as Asia, Africa, and Latin America bear
the brunt of this crisis, where poverty, lack of educational opportunities, and inadequate social protections
exacerbate the prevalence of child labour.

The proliferation of child labour not only undermines individual development but also poses a
significant barrier to national progress. When children are deprived of education and subjected to
exploitation, societies lose out on their potential contributions to economic growth, innovation, and social
cohesion. Moreover, child labour perpetuates cycles of poverty and inequality, entrenching
disadvantaged communities in a state of perpetual hardship.

Efforts to address child labour require a comprehensive and coordinated approach, involving
governments, civil society organizations, international agencies, and the private sector. Legislative
measures play a crucial role in prohibiting and regulating child labour, safeguarding children's rights, and
holding perpetrators accountable. Additionally, investments in education, social services, and poverty
alleviation programs are essential to addressing the root causes of child labour and creating pathways to
sustainable development.

Furthermore, there is a need for robust enforcement mechanisms and monitoring systems to
ensure compliance with child labour laws and standards. This includes strengthening labour inspection
systems, enhancing child protection services, and empowering communities to identify and report cases
of child labour. Collaboration between stakeholders is essential to foster a culture of child rights and
promote greater awareness of the detrimental effects of child labour on individuals and societies.

In conclusion, the battle against child labour is a critical component of the broader struggle for
human rights and social justice. By upholding children's rights to education, protection, and dignity, we
can break the cycle of exploitation and create a more equitable and prosperous future for all. Only
through concerted action and collective commitment can we overcome the barriers posed by child labour
and build a world where every child can thrive and fulfil their potential.

Child labour stands as a formidable barrier not only to individual development but also to
national progress, as it undermines the foundation of a society's future prosperity. Despite the concerted
efforts of various organizations and initiatives aimed at its eradication, such as the National Human
Rights Commission and the International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC) led by
the International Labour Organization (ILO), the scourge of child labour persists, particularly in countries
like India.

In India, a multitude of socio-economic factors contribute to the prevalence of child labour.
Foremost among these is poverty, which forces families to send their children to work in order to
supplement household income. Inadequate access to education exacerbates this issue, as many children
are denied the opportunity to attend school and are instead compelled to enter the workforce
prematurely. Moreover, substandard living conditions, often prevalent in impoverished communities,
further perpetuate the cycle of child labour, as families struggle to meet their basic needs.

The growth of the informal economy in India also plays a significant role in perpetuating child
labour. With a substantial portion of the workforce engaged in informal, unregulated sectors, children are
often exploited as cheap labour, subjected to hazardous working conditions and meagre wages. The
informal economy's lack of oversight and accountability provides fertile ground for the exploitation of
vulnerable children, further exacerbating the problem of child labour.
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Despite legislative measures aimed at combating child labour, enforcement remains a
significant challenge in India. While Article 24 of the Indian Constitution expressly prohibits child labour,
its implementation is hindered by a variety of factors, including limited resources, corruption, and a lack of
awareness among enforcement agencies. Additionally, although Articles 21A and 45 guarantee the right
to free and compulsory education for children, many barriers prevent marginalized children from
accessing quality education, leaving them vulnerable to exploitation in the labour market.

Addressing the root causes of child labour in India requires a multi-faceted approach that
addresses poverty, improves access to education, and strengthens enforcement mechanisms. Efforts to
alleviate poverty must be coupled with targeted interventions that empower families to provide for their
children's basic needs without resorting to child labour. Investments in education infrastructure and
programs aimed at increasing school enrolment and retention rates are essential to breaking the cycle of
poverty and exploitation.

Furthermore, there is a need for enhanced enforcement of existing laws and regulations to
ensure that perpetrators of child labour are held accountable for their actions. This includes strengthening
labour inspection systems, increasing penalties for violators, and raising awareness among communities
about the rights of children and the consequences of child labour.

In conclusion, the persistence of child labour in India underscores the urgent need for concerted
action to address its root causes and protect the rights and well-being of children. By tackling poverty,
improving access to education, and strengthening enforcement mechanisms, India can pave the way for
a future where every child has the opportunity to thrive and contribute to the country's progress and
prosperity.

The battle against child labour in India has been fought on multiple fronts, with both
governmental and non-governmental actors playing pivotal roles in enacting laws and implementing
programs to combat this pervasive issue. Various legislative measures have been enacted by both the
central and state governments to address different aspects of child labour and its associated challenges.

The Factories Act of 1948 and the Mines Act of 1952 set forth regulations aimed at ensuring the
safety and welfare of workers, including provisions to protect children from hazardous working conditions.
These laws establish standards for working hours, wages, and occupational health and safety, with
specific provisions prohibiting the employment of children in certain industries.

The Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act of 1986 represents a significant milestone in
India’s efforts to eliminate child labour. This comprehensive legislation prohibits the employment of
children in specified hazardous occupations and processes and regulates the working conditions of
adolescents in non-hazardous industries. It also mandates the creation of mechanisms for the
enforcement and monitoring of child labour laws at both the central and state levels.

The Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection) Act of 2000 provides a legal framework for the care
and rehabilitation of children in need of protection and care, including those who have been victims of
child labour. The Act emphasizes the importance of rehabilitation and social reintegration for child
labourers, recognizing their rights to education, healthcare, and other essential services.

The Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act of 2009 represents a significant
milestone in India's efforts to promote universal access to quality education. This landmark legislation
guarantees every child the right to free and compulsory education from the ages of six to fourteen and
mandates the provision of adequate infrastructure, trained teachers, and inclusive learning environments.

In addition to government initiatives, numerous non-governmental organizations (NGOs) such
as CARE India and Bachpan have been actively involved in combating child labour through various
intervention programs. These NGOs work on the ground to identify and rescue child labourers, provide
them with access to education and vocational training, and support their rehabilitation and social
reintegration into society.

Despite these efforts, the scale of the problem remains daunting, necessitating sustained
investment in rehabilitation schemes and social protection programs. Adequate resources, including
funding, manpower, and infrastructure, are essential to effectively address the root causes of child labour
and ensure the well-being and rights of affected children.

In conclusion, the fight against child labour in India requires a multi-faceted approach that
combines legislative action, enforcement mechanisms, and grassroots interventions. Continued
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collaboration between government bodies, NGOs, and international organizations is essential to
effectively address the scourge of child labour and ensure the realization of children's rights worldwide.
Only through collective action and unwavering commitment can we create a future where every child has
the opportunity to grow, learn, and thrive in a safe and nurturing environment.
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