The statistics for child labour in Nepal are
well documented by the International Labour
Organisation (ILO) and the situation is
described in many reports. This brief
summary will provide an overview of the
accepted facts regarding child labour, with
the main aim being to explore cause and
effect factors in a systemic way, within the
Nepalese context. If we can understand the
dynamics of a system, there is the basis for
identifying elements with the potential to

precipitate improvement.

In affluent countries we are rightly appalled
by the idea of young children working long
hours in harsh and dangerous conditions.
However, in common  with most
industrialized countries, the truth is we owe
the foundations of our wealth in no small

part to child labour.

E P Thomson, writing in The Making of the
English Working Class®, pointed out that
prior to 1780 child labour was an intrinsic
part of agricultural and industrial economy.
With the advent of the Industrial Revolution

there was, he argues, a drastic increase in

1 Thompson E P, The Making of the English Working
Class, Gollanz, 1963

the intensity and exploitation of child labour
between 1780 and 1840. The working
conditions in the mines and the cotton mills
at that time were at least as bad, and
possibly worse than the working conditions
of child labourers in Nepal and other

countries where child labour is endemic.

My mother, born in 1913, worked a 12 hour
day filleting fish at the age of 13, and was
the sole wage earner in her family of five.
This was not unusual as many will know

from the oral history of their own family.

The reasons for child labour have not
changed. In an unmoderated capitalist
system, the cost of goods and services are
driven down by paying the lowest wages
possible - and children are always paid less

than adults.

The costs of child labour are high. The
individual child faces poor health, lost
educational opportunities and a blighted
family life. A country condoning child labour
loses out on the added value that an
educated work force brings to the world
market and it condemns a large part of its
population to an unbreakable cycle of

poverty.

Where there is no legislation to prevent it, or
the legislation can be safely ignored,
children are exploited. In our global market,
enforced legislation in one country could
possibly make the situation worse if it results

in the work being moved to the country with




the next lowest wage levels. It is not a
problem limited to Nepal, it is a global
problem that needs addressing - something
to remember when we cast our next vote or

make our next purchase.

#

action. As a direct result of a depressed
economy and increasing poverty, child

labour is flourishing in Nepal.

Although the political and economic situation
at present is relatively stable, Nepal has in
the past ten years suffered from a civil war
between government troops and Maoist
insurgents. The Government, controlled by
the monarchy, wants to maintain the status
quo of a rigid hierarchical system based on
caste, with cities as the centres of wealth
and influence. The Maoists want a
redistribution of wealth that will benefit poor
rural areas and establish equal rights

regardless of caste or gender’.

Nearly 13 000 people have died in the
conflict which has devastated the tourist
industry and basic services, such as health
and education. The civil war has depressed
development, in what was already one of the

world’s poorest countries.

The resulting increase in poverty has had a
disproportionate affect on women and
children. Child deaths from malnutrition are
estimated at 30 000 annually, and most
children are underweight. Maternal mortality
rates are high due to a lack of resources and

the low status of women as a priority for

2 http://www7 .nationalgeographic.com/ngm/0511/
feature3/multimedia.html
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Figure 1. The complexities of child labour in Nepal
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Verifiable information regarding child labour
is difficult to establish because most children
work in situations that are not registered,
controlled or monitored. It is generally
accepted the figures produced by the
International Labour Organisation (ILO),

Child Workers in Nepal Concerned Centre

3 http://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm




(CWIN)*, and UNICEF® provide accurate
estimates and are broadly similar.
The situation they describe in Nepal can be
summarised as follows:
There are 2 million children working in
Nepal
50% work without pay as family
members or bonded labourers
42% of 10 to 14 year olds are working
rather than attending school
62.7% of the male population and only
34.9% of the female population over 15
are able to read and write
60% of the child labourers are girls
Girls work longer hours than boys
Children comprise 20% of the total
workforce (one of the highest
proportions in the world)
80% of the workforce is employed in

agriculture

The main areas of work are:
Agriculture — planting and harvesting
tobacco, maize, tea and rice
Quarries — carrying and sifting stones
Brick making — making and carrying
bricks
Mining — both coal and magnetite
Domestic service — often some distance
from their homes
Construction work — often on dangerous
building sites

Factories — mainly making carpets

4 http://lwww.cwin.org.np/
5 http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/nepal.html

Prostitution — many female sex workers

are under the age of 14

This is a bleak picture of children being
exploited, denied an education, often at risk
of sexual abuse, and working in dangerous
unregulated conditions with poor safety
records®. Children working and living in the
streets of cities have a high incidence of
HIV/AIDS and drug abuse.
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Child labour is a systemic problem, resulting
from a number of factors that combine to
produce an amplified effect. The main factor
is poverty. With 45% of the population living
on less than $1 per day (and probably much
less in rural areas) and unemployment at
42%’, children are the cheapest form of
labour and readily available because of a
poor education system. Another main factor
is a culture amongst the poor that tolerates
child labour, and places little value on the

benefits of education.

The Government must also carry some
blame for failing to implement the laws and
protocols it has signed up to. However, the
aid given to Nepal ($320 million in 2004) is
tied into agreements to implement liberal
economic policies that tend to encourage

free trade and discourage regulation. This

6 http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?Report
1d=73134
http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?Reportld=72057
http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?Reportld=61821
7 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/np.html




means that Nepal is unable to regulate
imports or exports. It is part of a global
market that includes large, fast-developing
countries like China and India, who still have
access to cheap labour. To survive in a
world market, the Nepalese government
might have little choice but to ignore child
labour, in order to maintain a competitive

economy.
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quality of the learning experience, and

attendance will improve concomitantly®.
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Child labour is a huge barrier to education,
and it is understandable how basic
subsistence takes priority over school
attendance. However, lack of education
perpetuates the cycle of poverty and
therefore is a high hidden long-term cost to
the child labourers and their families. There
is also a cost to the country, because an
educated workforce is essential to support

economic growth.

Education provides a form of social capital,
that raises aspirations by making people
aware of their situation and by giving them
the means to take action to improve it.
Economic growth is a key factor in
eliminating poverty. If the Nepali economy is
to grow, then the government must invest
more in education. There is evidence to
suggest the quality of education provided is

critical to school attendance. Improve the

8 Freire, Paulo. Cultural action for freedom The Harvard
educational review. Monograph series, no. 1.
[Cambridge]: Harvard educational review, 1970.

Nepali law defines anyone below 16 years
as a child. However, at the age of 14 years
children are allowed to work for up to six
hours per day. Nepal has ratified the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child®, but has not yet ratified the ILO
Convention No 59 (Concerning Minimum
Age for Admission to Employment in
Industry) or ILO Convention No0.138
(Concerning Minimum Age for Admission to
Employment)ll. The 1990 Nepali
Constitution prohibits child trafficking and
the employment of children in any
occupation that is hazardous to life. The
Government has also set up a task force on
the elimination of child labour. However,
statistics suggest the law and protocols are
widely ignored, and one factor contributing
to this is there are no sanctions against
parents who do not send their children to

school.

The major Non Government Organisations
(NGOs) such as UNICEF and the ILO
provide excellent frameworks and support

systems for smaller organisations working in

9 http://www.ucw-project.org/pdf/publications/
standard_EFACL%?20overview.pdf

10 http://www.unicef.org/voy/media/crc_word_format_
english.doc

11 http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/cgi-lex/convde.pl?C138
http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/cgi-lex/convde.pl?C059




the field’>. Such organizations make
tremendous contributions to alleviating the
problem, but clearly what is lacking is a

coordinated approach.

strategies are not necessarily mutually
exclusive, but they do require some
coordination of timescales. The quick
elimination of child labour through harsh
regulation could have the unintended
consequences of driving it underground and
of reducing the overall level of employment.
Improving the conditions of child labourers
by empowering them is a legitimate form of
education that has the potential to develop
managerial and entrepreneurial skills. With
such skills, child labourers are unlikely to

become unemployed as adults.

Figure 2. The avenues involved in addressing child labour in Nepal

The main division is that the large NGOs
aim to eliminate child labour using regulation
to make it illegal. Some of the smaller NGOs
are working to empower the participants to

improve their own situation®®.  These

12 A comprehensive list of aid organisations working in
Nepal can be found at http://www.etc-nepal.
org/links.php

13 http://sathsath-nepal.blogspot.com/
http://www.cwa.tnet.co.th/Network/TF-SoutheastAsia
/sea_tf_child_participation2.html
http://www.shinealight.org/MANTHOC.html
http://www.shinealight.org/spanish/quees.html

If the  United Nations  Millennium
Development Goals'* are to be met by 2015,
consideration must be given to protecting
small countries like Nepal from the
pressures of world markets. To compete in
the world market, countries need either a
cheap workforce or a high technology
infrastructure, but above all they need an

educated and trained workforce.

The startup costs for countries such as
Nepal, are almost impossibly high. They
need support from other countries to
develop their internal markets in goods and
services and to be protected from cheap
imports that will undermine their economy,
otherwise they will remain poor. For
example, cheap imports of hand tools and
cooking equipment stifle the development of

small scale manufacturing enterprises,

14 http://lwww.un.org/millenniumgoals/




because they cannot compete with the low

prices.

The history of development in modern
democratic countries shows a shift from
subsistence to commercial farming, and the
growth of enterprise bases on trade and
manufacturing. This was made easy by
expansion into remote areas or captive
overseas markets. This is no longer the
case - not only are there no overseas
markets to expand in to, the tide has turned.
Globalisation is flooding the world with
cheap goods and services. It is no longer
possible for a country like Nepal to develop
itself out of poverty and the use of child
labour. We need to find better ways of
facilitating the growth of small economies
squeezed by the pressure of global politics

and economics.

Develop a systemic approach to
eliminating child labour and coordinate
different approaches

Target aid at raising the quality of
education both formal and informal
Protect small countries from cheap
imports of goods and services that
undermine their self-sufficiency

Promote fair trade exports from

countries such as Nepal
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