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Foreword
Today, 152 million children are still in child labour around the world. 
Almost half are in one of the ‘worst forms of child labour’ and more than 
four million are in forced labour, which jeopardises children’s physical, 
mental, educational and social development, as well as the full enjoyment 
of their rights.

Despite the growing number of significant efforts undertaken by various 
actors at international, regional and national levels, much still needs to be 
done to tackle child labour duly and effectively.

Being able to tackle the multidimensional and evolving underlying factors of child labour 
in a due and effective way is directly linked to the capacity of a society to adopt a child 
rights-based and holistic approach. This allows for the implementation of policies and 
strategies which prevent, detect, accompany and follow up with the child.

Tackling duly and effectively the various forms of child labour requires the strong 
involvement and commitment of the business sector, which has to play a strong role in 
preventing and combating child labour.

Tackling duly and effectively the various forms of child labour in the various contexts it 
occurs requires regular evaluations and assessments of actions to adapt responses 
and practices, in light of renewed challenges and emerging threats to children.

Tackling duly and effectively the various forms of child labor requires involving and 
enabling children as an integral part of all actions and efforts to effectively prevent 
and combat this phenomenon. Bearing in mind that children can and should actively 
take part in finding sustainable and appropriate solutions, children must be empowered 
to fight for their own protection and that of their peers.

I deeply congratulate Terre des Hommes (TDH) for launching this report, which draws 
lessons from TDH and its partners’ experience, and describes five different types of 
intervention to tackle child labour. The report also highlights the benefits of involving 
working children themselves in these interventions, both to find out what changes 
children say are most needed in their lives and to involve them in the action taken.

The report also marks the 30th anniversary of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
and the 100th anniversary of the International Labor Organisation, and is a golden 
opportunity to make 2019 a year of lasting change. In addition, this year’s review 
of progress in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
provides an additional opportunity to look forward towards the UN Sustainable 
Development Goal Target 8.7, calling for an end to child labour in all its forms by 2025.

 
Dr. Najat Maalla M’jid

International child rights expert and former UN Special Rapporteur on the  
sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography 2008-2014
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Executive Summary

This report describes examples of methods used by Terre des Hommes, their 
partners around the world and other relevant stakeholders to address child 
labour successfully. Terre des Hommes reckons the methods described are 
appropriate for others to replicate when striving to achieve Target 8.7 of 
the Sustainable Development Goals, which includes taking “immediate and 
effective measures to eradicate forced labour…and secure the prohibition 
and elimination of the worst forms of child labour…and by 2025 end child 
labour in all its forms”.

More than 150 million children are 
categorised as ‘child labourers’ around the 
world, almost half in one of the ‘worst forms 
of child labour’ (72 million) and more than 
four million in forced labour. Faced with 
these overwhelming numbers, Terre des 
Hommes considers it a priority to come to 
the assistance of those who are worst off. 

Terre des Hommes has learned from 
experience that it helps to take a holistic 
approach to understanding child labour 
and its causes. In particular, it is vital to 
listen to working children to identify the 
most appropriate ways of improving their 
lives, though this is often not done. In 
Terre des Hommes’ experience, adapting 
responses to local circumstances is 
particularly important, as is a dialogue and 
consultation with the children concerned 
and others in their communities.

The report describes five different sorts 
of interventions to tackle child labour and 
highlights the benefits of involving working 
children themselves in these methods, 
both to find out what changes in their 
lives the children say are most needed 
and to involve them in the action taken. 
The tendency to regard child labourers 
as passive ‘objects’ of actions taken by 
others rather than actors in their own right 
is one reason, in TDH’s view, that many 
programmes to eradicate child labour 
have been only partially successful or have 
caused collateral damage to the children 
who were intended to benefit. 

The first method to be reviewed looks at 
how government policy can play a key 
role in bringing change. The first example 
concerns making universal primary 
education a national priority (in India, 
which adopted a law in 2009 making 
primary education compulsory). An 
important corollary is that the minimum 
age for adolescents to start work must be 
consistent with the minimum age when 
compulsory education ends (and some 
children may leave school), rather than 
allowing loopholes which permit some 
children to work rather than attending 
school. A second example concerns a 
country in which laws concerning child 
labour (stipulating a minimum age for 
starting work) existed on the statute book 
but were not effective at stopping children 
being sent out to work before completing 
their primary education. The example 
of Albania describes the experience of 
developing the country’s child protection 
system to intervene on behalf of children 
subjected to the worst forms of child labour 
(in street situations) and to take preventive 
measures to benefit children identified as 
high risk—relatively resource-intensive 
methods, but ones found to be effective.

The second method described in the report 
focuses again on education, describing how 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
have played a role in removing children from 
the worst forms of child labour into jobs 
which are much less harmful and allowing 
them to continue with part-time schooling.
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The third method concerns action by 
business to benefit child labourers involved 
in producing commodities for export, once 
again focusing on children in ‘worst forms’. 
While the examples described (mining a 
mineral, mica, and producing spun cotton 
for the garment industry) require businesses 
across the globe to act, they describe the 
action taken by Terre des Hommes and 
its partners to influence business, as well 
as the practical support provided to child 
workers and others likely to be recruited. 
Their experience demonstrates the 
importance of influencing local politicians 
and businesses that employ children, as 
well as well-known brands based in Europe 
or other parts of the industrialised world. 

The fourth section focuses on methods 
used at community level, describing efforts 
to assist a large group of child workers 
(believed to number some 17 million) who 
never come to the attention of global 
commerce—children employed in the 
household of another family, caring for 
other children and engaged in domestic 
chores. Once again, the focus is on those 
who experience a worst form of child 
labour. However, community efforts to 
benefit child labourers in other sectors are 
also described, notably an early warning 
system to identify children starting work 
in artisanal gold mines in a West African 
country. 

An entire chapter is dedicated to methods 
to limit increases in child labour after 
humanitarian disasters and during 
and after armed conflict. The example 
cited concerns Syrian child refugees in 
Jordan, where by 2016 the number of 
child labourers had more than doubled in 

comparison with the previous decade, with 
two thirds of the child workers engaged in 
a ‘worst form’. TDH used child protection 
measures to come to the assistance of 
some Syrian child labourers, referring 
children who were found in the worst forms 
of child labour to specialised services and 
providing emergency cash assistance to 
the families of such children to reduce their 
dependence on their child’s earnings. 

Noting how difficult it has proved to 
persuade policy-makers around the world 
to listen to child workers and to give priority 
to the measures that working children 
themselves say are needed most urgently, 
the report discusses a recent experience 
to influence an international conference 
focusing on measures to reduce child 
labour (held in Argentina in November 
2017). It describes some of the measures 
that working children said they wanted 
to see implemented, contrasting, for 
example, work or working conditions that 
child workers say help them to fulfil their 
aspirations with work or conditions that 
they feel hinder them from doing so. The 
working children’s views on what policies 
and laws would support them best varied, 
but most young workers felt that it was 
essential to take action to reduce family 
poverty and to ensure that their parents 
and caregivers have access to decent 
work, as well as to protect children from 
hazardous and harmful work and violence 
(notably by giving more attention to 
enforcing laws against involving children in 
hazardous work). They also wanted priority 
to be given to improving their working 
conditions (rather than to stop them 
working altogether) and to providing them 
with vocational training. 
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The report ends with a 
round-up of Terre des 
Hommes’ conclusions 
about ten methods that 
‘work for working children’. 
In summary, these are: 

1.	 Ensure that programmes 
and advocacy about child 
labour are evidence-based 
and monitor their effects in 
case the best interests of 
children require them to be 
modified;

2.	 Make education 
compulsory for children 
up to a specified age. If a 
country´s infrastructure 
means this is hardly 
feasible, give priority to 
introducing compulsory 
education;

3.	 Support working children 
in their efforts to influence 
policies on child labour;

4.	 Provide accurate 
information to children, 
families and communities 
about workplace abuse; 

5.	 Support the creation of 
alternative employment in 
areas where children are 
recruited into the worst 
forms of child labour;

6.	 Provide advice and 
services to young 
workers, taking due note 
of research findings that 
many adolescents prefer 
to combine work with 
education, rather than 
stopping work altogether;

7.	 Use child protection 
methods to assist children 
harmed by the worst forms 
of child labour;

8.	 Use legal procedures to 
challenge exploitation or 
bad employment practice;

9.	 Call for (and support) action 
by businesses to stop the 
worst forms of child labour 
in their supply chains; 

10.	Coordinate the separate 
initiatives routinely needed 
to bring about a sustainable 
reduction in child labour.
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1 Introduction

More than 150 million children around the 
world are categorised as ‘child labourers’. 
But numbers referring to tens of millions 
seem vast and impersonal. They fail to 
convey what working children feel or 
want to see changed in their lives or their 
communities. They hide the specifics of 
what combination of laws, policies and 
programmes have the most positive impact 
for children. They are a disincentive to some 
of us from even trying to seek change. 
The International Labour Organization’s 
(ILO) Global Estimates on Child Labour 
(2017)1 note that attempting to address 
child labour without considering the 
economic and social forces that produce it 
is unlikely to be successful. It recommends 
that policy responses to child labour need 
to be integrated into broader national 
development efforts and adapted to  
local circumstances.2 

In Terre des Hommes’ experience too, 
adapting responses to local circumstances 
is particularly important, as is a dialogue 
and consultation with the children 
concerned and others in their communities. 
This report reviews the experience of Terre 
des Hommes and their partners around 
the world, showing the diversity of the 
methods that have proved effective and 
how much needs to be done beyond merely 
denouncing child labour and wishing it 
would disappear. This experience also 
demonstrates how important the use 
of language can be, for the innuendo 
of technical terms developed in English 
is sometimes lost in translation or 
misinterpreted. The term ‘child labour’ is 
assumed by some to infer that no children 
should ever be involved in the world of 
work, when this would be neither realistic 
nor desirable. 

What is ‘child labour’ and what is ‘child work’?
The term ‘child labour’ refers to work by children that is harmful or potentially harmful 
to them. Because of the harm caused to children, the international community wants to 
eradicate child labour.   

However, not all work or employment is harmful to children: most countries consider it 
acceptable for older children to be in full-time employment from the age of 14, 15 or 16 
and to undertake most jobs (though not if they are in any way hazardous). 

Children’s work is a broader category than child labour and consists of any activity by 
children done for an economic purpose or to help families, relatives or communities, 
which is based on mental or physical efforts, paid or unpaid, inside or outside the 
family, in the formal or informal sector, contract-based or self-employed, from a few 
hours a week to full-time every day. 

Terre des Hommes has learned from experience that it is helpful to take a holistic 
approach to understanding child labour and its causes and that it is vital to listen to 
working children to identify the most appropriate ways of improving their lives. Along 
with many child rights organisations, TDH recognises that some work can be beneficial 
to children, teaching them skills that they will find useful in life. 

Terre des Hommes consequently distinguishes between harmful child labour3, on the 
one hand, and other forms of child work, on the other. TDH’s priority is to stop child 
labour that jeopardises a child’s physical, mental, educational or social development. 
Eradicating what are known as the ‘worst forms of child labour’ is among Terre des 
Hommes’ strategic priorities for 2016-2020. The focus is on the worst forms because 
they are more likely to cause lasting damage to a child than other work.
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Three international conventions provide 
the legal framework for national and 
international action to combat child labour:

•	 1973 – International Labour Organization 
(ILO) Convention 138 on the Minimum 
Age for Admission to Employment;

•	 1989 – United Nations (UN) Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (CRC);

•	 1999 - ILO Convention 182 on the Worst 
Forms of Child Labour.

These distinguish between three categories 
of child labour (in addition to acceptable 
child work and youth employment):

•	 The ‘unconditional’ worst forms of child 
labour, as they were labelled by the ILO 
in 2002,4 such as slavery, commercial 
sexual exploitation and the use of 
children in criminal or illicit activities;

•	 Hazardous work (also categorised as 
a ‘worst form’), a list of which has to 
be specified by each country (after 
government officials consult workers’ and 
employers’ organisations);

•	 Work performed by a child who has 
not yet reached the minimum age for 
admission into full time employment, set 
by national law.

Article 32 of the CRC requires states (i.e. 
governments) to protect children “from all 
forms of economic exploitation and from 
performing any work that is likely to be 
hazardous or to interfere with the child’s 
physical, mental, spiritual, moral, or social 
development”. To make such protection a 
reality, governments are required to:

a.	Stipulate a minimum age for admission 
to employment; 

b.	Provide for appropriate regulation of the 
hours and conditions of employment of 
all workers under 18 years of age; 

c.	 Provide for appropriate penalties or 
other sanctions to ensure effective 
enforcement. 

In 2000, two Optional Protocols to the CRC 
were added, both concerning exploitation 
of children. The first focused on sexual 
exploitation (the sale of children, child 
prostitution and child pornography) and 
the second on children associated with 
armed groups.5 The same year the UN 
also adopted a Protocol about trafficking 
in persons, which defines child trafficking 
as a crime. Since 2000, the Committee on 
the Rights of the Child (set up by the CRC) 
has issued several General Comments that 
emphasise the importance of consulting 
working children when laws or policies 
about child labour are drafted, pointing 
out that “Children should also be heard 
when policies are developed to eliminate 
the root causes of child labour, in particular 
regarding education”.6 The CRC sets other 
relevant standards, for example requiring 
actions to be in “the best interests of the 
child” and guaranteeing children a right to 
have their opinions listened to and taken 
into account by governments and others. 

ILO Convention 138 requires the 131 
countries that have ratified it to specify 
a minimum age for starting full-time 
employment (14, 15 or 16 years old): 
41 have specified the age of 14; 76 
countries the age of 15; and 44 countries 
the age of 16.

©Christel Kovermann/Terre des Hommes
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The ILO has published targets for the 
eradication of all child labour. In 2006, it 
announced a plan to eradicate all forms of 
child labour by 2016. In 2010, it narrowed 
its ambitions, publishing a Road Map to 
end the worst forms of child labour by 
2016.7 Neither target came near to being 
achieved. In 2015, the wider UN adopted 
a set of Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG), including Target 8.7,8 calling for 
the eradication of all worst forms of child 
labour immediately (i.e. in 2016) and for all 
other forms of child labour to be eradicated 
by 2025. 

The first of these targets has been missed 
and the ILO’s own statistics on working 
children are not optimistic about eradicating 
all child labour in the coming decade. The 
ILO’s Global Estimates on Child Labour 
(2017) estimated there were 152 million 
child labourers in the world,9 with almost 
half still in ‘worst forms’ and more than 
four million reported to be in forced labour. 
In June 2018, the ILO Director-General, 
Guy Ryder, was very direct: he noted that, 
between 2012 and 2016, there was “almost 
no reduction in the number of children aged 
5 to 11 in child labour, and the number of 
these most vulnerable, youngest children in 
hazardous work actually increased.”10

The ILO has assessed the rates at which 
the global number of child labourers 
declined between 2000 and 2016: by 
more than one third between 2000 and 
2016 (from 245.5 million to 151.6 million), 
while the total number of children in the 
world increased. The numbers involved in 
hazardous work are reckoned to have fallen 
more steeply (from 170.5 million to 72.5 
million). Nevertheless, the ILO’s own review 
of trends since 2000 suggests that, if the 
pace of the reductions achieved between 
2012 and 2016 was to be maintained, by 
2025 there would still be 121 million child 
labourers.11 This suggests that SDG Target 
8.7 will not be reached by 2030, yet alone 
2025, raising the question of whether the 
present strategy and priorities adopted by 
the international community are appropriate 
and, in particular, whether more should be 
done to withdraw 72 million children from 
‘worst forms of child labour’. Many of the 
ILO’s constituents do not approve of an 
approach that would allow some children to 
continue working before they have reached 
the accepted minimum age for admission 
to employment, even though this does not 
result in the same harm to their physical 
and psychological development that is 
caused by their involvement in ‘worst forms 
of child labour’. 

©Florian Kopp/Terre des Hommes
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2 Method and sources

2.1 The purpose of this 
publication and the types of 
child labour covered

This report presents examples of methods 
used by Terre des Hommes, its partners 
around the world, and other relevant 
stakeholders to address child labour 
successfully. These stakeholders include 
international organisations, governments, 
businesses and employers, workers’ 
organisations, a variety of NGOs and 
civil society organisations, and, of course, 
children and youth themselves, as well as 
their families and wider communities. Terre 
des Hommes considers that the methods 
described are appropriate for others 
to replicate, in particular organisations 
implementing measures to achieve Target 
8.7 of the Sustainable Development Goals. 

Terre des Hommes decided to focus on the 
methods used to try and resolve particularly 
serious patterns of child labour—that is to 
say patterns characterised by: 

a.	A relatively high concentration of 
children working in a particular area 
(country or region) or a particular sector 
of the economy; 

b.	Serious violations of children’s rights 
(either particularly exploitative, such as 
forced labour, or particularly hazardous, 
provoking injuries or ill-health); 

c.	 The achievement of results (the 
reduction of hazards, particularly the 
ending of worst forms of child labour) 
which appeared sustainable over a 
number of years.

As interventions to affect levels of 
child labour and exploitation are so 
diverse, varying from laws and policies 
adopted at national level to village-level 
measures, TDH decided to review the 
effectiveness of measures deployed at 
different levels. Consequently the report 
starts with a chapter (3) on government-
led initiatives, which is followed by one 
focusing on education (4). The longest 
chapter is the next one (5) which reviews 
initiatives involving business and supply 
chains. Chapter 6 reviews initiatives at 
community level, where NGOs such as 
TDH have substantial experience. Chapter 
7 describes responses to child labour 
in emergency situations, particularly 
in regions affected by armed conflict. 
Chapter 8 broaches a different obstacle to 
progress: it outlines how working children 
themselves have commented on existing 
initiatives to stop child labour and what 
they would prefer to see done to stop 
children being exploited and abused. 
The final chapter (9) draws conclusions 
about the methods that TDH considers to 
be most appropriate to resolve patterns 
involving the worst forms of child 
labour and highlights TDH’s three main 
recommendations to the international 
community. 

The report describes situations in 
Africa, Asia, Europe and Latin America. 
Unsurprisingly, it contains more examples 
from South Asia than any other region, as 
this region is reported to have more child 
labourers than any other (62 million out of 
a global total of 152 million—more than 
40%—according to ILO estimates in 2017).12 
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2.2 The information contributed 
by Terre des Hommes

Terre des Hommes decided on the examples 
to provide to the author. They set out to 
answer 11 questions about interventions 
that TDH staff considered effective and 
appropriate, describing the aims and 
children who were expected to benefit, as 
well as the way that children participated 
in the activities that were organised.13 In 
addition to the information provided by 
TDH, the author sought information from 
other sources about the interventions and 
patterns of child labour being addressed, 
in order to ‘triangulate’ the information 
provided—obtaining an independent 
perspective on the methods used and the 
changes reportedly achieved. 

2.3 The format for presenting 
each example

The descriptions of specific methods to 
address child labour presented below 
follow a common format. Each chapter 
starts with a reference to a relevant 
international standard (many of them set 
out in 2017 in the Buenos Aires Declaration 
on Child Labour, Forced Labour and Youth 
Employment14). They present information 
under four sub-headings:

•	 The pattern of exploitation or abuse that 
has been reported;

•	 Methods used by TDH and its local 
partners to reduce and stop this 
exploitation or abuse;

•	 Results (of the method);

•	 Lessons learned (from the application 
of the method) and their potential 
replicability (whether the method can be 
replicated in the same or also different 
circumstances).

©Mayank Soni/Terre des Hommes
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3 Better laws, policies and 
regulations

It is not only national laws and policies 
prohibiting child labour that can potentially 
help reduce the number of children being 
exploited or affect the conditions in which 
they work. Governments can do a great 
deal more than they often do. This chapter 
reviews two examples. The first concerns 
two complementary areas of law and 
policy: the introduction of universal primary 
education and fixing (and enforcing) the 
minimum age at which children may leave 
school; and laws stipulating the minimum 
age at which children who have left school 
may start working full-time. If there is a gap 
between the two ages, there is a strong 
likelihood that children who have already 
left school will start work, even if they 
have not yet reached the legally-stipulated 
minimum age for doing so. As, in practice, 
millions of children attend school and also 
work part-time, there is a need for law or 
policy to address this overlap, to ensure that 
children are not recruited into inappropriate 
sorts of work when they are too young and 
do not give up attending school because of 
pressures to work. 

The second example concerns a country 
where laws concerning child labour look 
excellent—but were not adequately 
implemented. This example illustrates how 
deploying child protection methods can be 
an effective response when the law is good 
on paper, but poor in practice. 

3.1 Making education 
compulsory for children until 
they reach a specified age: India

The problem to be solved:  
Despite nominal commitment throughout 
the world to the principle that all children 
have a right to complete their elementary 
education (as required by the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights15), in many 
developing countries governments have not 
taken action to make this a reality. However, 
in the 21st century, the governments of 
several countries have announced major 
initiatives to move towards universal 
primary education (UPE). It is notable 
that two of the countries concerned, 
India and Kenya, while still categorised 
as ‘developing’, have substantially higher 
GDP (gross domestic product) than poorer 
neighbours, suggesting that the authorities 
have realised that the lack of education 
of parts of their young population is a 
distinct handicap as they compete in a 
global economy, while they now have 
the resources necessary to pay for more 
children of primary school age to attend 
school full-time.  

For the half century after India’s 
independence in 1947, elementary 
education was not compulsory. This 
meant that, even though there were laws 
prohibiting child labour, millions of young 
children did not attend primary school. 
Instead they started work, sometimes 
when very young. A 2017 ILO briefing 
paper noted that India’s 2011 census had 
recorded 10.1 million working children 
between the age of 5 and 14.16 

Relevant international standard: “States Parties recognize the right of the 
child to education, and with a view to achieving this right progressively and 
on the basis of equal opportunity, they shall, in particular…(a) Make primary 
education compulsory and available free to all” (CRC Article 28.1). 
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Method used to address the problem:  
In 2002, India’s Constitution was revised 
to add a new Article 21A guaranteeing 
the right to education, saying, “The 
State shall provide free and compulsory 
education to all children of the age of six 
to fourteen years in such manner as the 
State may, by law, determine”. It took 
India’s central government seven years 
to pass the legislation necessary, The 
Right of Children to Free and Compulsory 
Education Act (2009) and a further seven 
years to adopt a new law on child labour. 
Both were potentially going to help stop 
some 10 million children from working 
and encourage their enrolment in primary 
schools. 

In addition to specifying that schooling is 
free and compulsory at a local school up 
to the age of 14 (classes 1 to 8), India’s 
Right to Education Act also prohibits 
corporal punishment (i.e. reduces one of 
the disincentives to school attendance). 
However, the Act did not have a dedicated 
budget for its implementation. Activities 
were carried out with funds made available 
by the Government’s existing Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyan (SSA), Education for All Campaign, 
which had started shortly before the 
Constitution was amended of 2002. 

In 2016, India’s Parliament approved The 
Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) 
Amendment Act. This amendment to the 
law allows children to work if they are 
helping their family or family business, as 
long as the work is not hazardous and 
occurs after school hours or during school 
holidays. In 2017, India ratified the ILO’s 
two child labour conventions, specifying 
that children should not enter fulltime 
employment before the age of 14 and that 
no children under 18 should be involved in 
hazardous work or in other ‘worst forms’, 
such as bonded labour and providing 
commercial sex. 

Terre des Hommes´ contribution:  
Terre des Hommes had supported partners 
in India to campaign for UPE and more 
coherent child labour laws. These included 
the Campaign Against Child Labour (CACL). 
Some of the campaigners reckoned the 
2016 child labour law amendment was 
a step backwards, as vast numbers of 
young children work in family businesses 
(often instead of attending school) and the 
new law could be interpreted to condone 
this. For example, the CACL’s National 
Convener complained that “These changes 
are against all of our efforts in the past 20 
years to ban all forms of child labour up to 
18 years, and not in the best interest  
of children”.17 

At local level, NGOs, including Terre des 
Hommes, have reviewed progress in 
implementing the new laws. A seminar 
in Bhopal (Madhya Pradesh state) in 
June 2018 identified gaps between the 
provisions of the Right to Education Act 
and what was happening in practice. 
NGOs reported that there were still major 
challenges to overcome. For example, in 
three districts where cotton is produced, 
their research showed that some 58.5% 
of children were not attending school.18 
Elsewhere in the state, it was found that 
most child labourers belonged to deprived 
social groups (dalits, adivasis and others) 
and that more than a third of working 
children faced abuse at work (i.e. not all 
forms of work are equal: some result in 

©Christel Kovermann/ 
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more child abuse than 
others). 

Results:  Monitoring 
whether the measures in 
favour of UPE have had the 
expected effect (deterring 
school-age children from 
working more than a few 
hours a day) is crucial. In 
India, this means monitoring 
at community level, as 

well as assessing aggregated statistics 
concerning tens of millions of children. 
For example, at national level, there were 
positive signs early on that the number 
of children aged 6 to 13 years who were 
not enrolled in school was declining (from 
8 million in 2009 to just over 6 million by 
2014).19 The next nationwide count will be 
the census in 2021. 

A separate research programme, known 
as Young Lives, has documented changes 
over time in specific places around India. It 
noted that between 2006 and 2013 (seven 
years), the proportion of 12-year-olds who 
were enrolled in school (in the same places) 
increased from 89% to 97%, a dramatic 
improvement. Perhaps most significantly, 
the research noted that the increases in 
enrolment were particularly marked among 
girls (from 87% to 97%) and dalits (from 
85% to 97%).20 Even so, enrolment does 
not automatically signify actual attendance 
at school, so all statistics require careful 
scrutiny to ensure that the right to 
education is not a mirage for some.

Lessons learned and replicability:  
Making attendance at primary school 
compulsory for all children has already 
been shown to be an effective way of 
reducing child labour (including the worst 
forms) in other countries, and there have 
been gains for national economies, as well 
as individual children, once most children 
complete their elementary education. 
Of course, there are benefits to children 
who attend school for longer. The CRC 
(Article 28) requires governments to 
“Encourage the development of different 

forms of secondary education, including 
general and vocational education, make 
them available and accessible to every 
child…” and to “Make higher education 
accessible to all on the basis of capacity by 
every appropriate means”. India has now 
started down this road. However, children 
have also been put at risk in countries 
where their government has announced a 
relatively high minimum age for entering 
full-time employment (such as 16) without 
taking action or providing resource to 
enable children to remain in school until 
this age. It appears that such governments 
are tempted to gain the approval of donor 
countries by stipulating a high minimum 
working age while the reality in their 
country is completely out of kilter with this 
and public opinion continues to approve of 
children starting work when they are much 
younger. In such circumstances, working 
children go unprotected and are possibly 
more vulnerable to exploitation than if the 
minimum age was only 14 or younger. 

3.2 Developing the child 
protection system to stop 
worst forms of child labour 
(Albania)

The problem being addressed:  
Many countries have clear laws about 
child labour (specifying a minimum age 
for adolescents to enter employment), but 
little or no capacity to enforce the law, 
notably when children work in the informal 
economy, outside formal workplaces that 
are more likely to be visited by labour 
inspectors or others responsible for 
enforcing the law. Child labour laws have 
proved particularly ineffective at protecting 
children who earn a living in the streets, 
some of whom still reside with their parents, 
while others have left home to seek a living 
by themselves and some are controlled by 
traffickers or other criminals.

Albania is a case in point. The law looks fine 
(with a 1996 law concerning child labour, 
supplemented by a Council of Ministers 

...the proportion of 
12-year-olds who 
were enrolled in 
school (in the same 
places) increased 
from 89% to 
97%, a dramatic 
improvement.
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Decision in 2002 on 
hazardous work and a 2010 
law on Health and Safety at 
Work about the worst forms 
of child labour in which 
no-one under-18 should be 
involved).21 However, the 
institutions set up to enforce 
labour law, such as the 
Labour Inspectorate, did not 
appear to have the required 
mandate or expertise 
to address the massive 
pattern of child labour 
which was visible in Albania 
at the beginning of this 
century. Most child labour 
was (and still is) on family 
farms or in the informal 
sector, with a substantial 
number of children sent out 
by their parents or others to 

earn money in the streets, either in Albania 
itself or in neighbouring countries. 

Method used to address the problem:  
Terre des Hommes’ focus on Albanian 
working children began in the late 1990s, 
not in Albania itself, but in neighbouring 
Greece, where children belonging to an 
Albanian minority were taken to earn money 
by begging, playing music in the streets and 
washing car windscreens. Partnering with 
a Greek NGO, ARSIS,22 Terre des Hommes 
commissioned research to find out precisely 
what was happening. ARSIS was able to 
take action in Greece to assist Albanian 
children working in the streets and Terre 
des Hommes started preventive activities 
in the areas of Albania where it was found 
that the children came from (and to which 
many returned). Once a similar pattern of 
child exploitation was identified in Albania 
itself, Terre des Hommes and other child 
rights NGOs pooled their efforts to develop 
the ability of the Albanian authorities 
themselves to respond in ways that would 
protect children and help their families, 
rather than penalising them. In the context of 
the informal ways that children were being 
used to earn money, the child labour laws 
were almost irrelevant. Even when children 

were identified in chrome mining activities in 
Albania, it was not the mining company that 
was exploiting them: children were climbing 
through a fence, picking up chromite among 
the rocks left as trash by the mine and selling 
this to brokers.23 

An ILO survey in 2010 estimated that 
57,000 children in Albania, or 8.2% of 
5-17-year-olds, were economically active, 
with the proportion rising to 9.4% of 
12-14-year-olds, an age group that was 
supposed to be still in full-time education.24 
A considerable number were involved in 
street trading. The information collected 
was supplemented in 2013 by a review 
of children in street situations,25 which 
estimated that the total of such children 
varied between 2,000 and 2,530, with 
two thirds under the age of 15 and a third 
reckoned either to have already been 
trafficked or to be at high risk of being 
trafficked. A commentary on these findings 
for the National Ombudsperson noted that 
the main sector of the economy where 
children were working was agriculture, 
but others were involved in manufacturing 
textiles, clothing and footwear, in mining, 
and in the hotel and tourism sector.26 The 
authors were aware that many people in 
Albania and abroad assumed that most 
children in a street situation were from 
two minority groups (known as Roma and 
Egyptian), whereas the research had found 
that many were not from these groups.

A significant development (promoting 
cooperation between relevant statutory 
agencies) came in 2010 with the adoption 
of a Working Protocol for Child Protection 
Workers.27 This defined the roles and 
responsibilities of statutory agencies 
(including Child Protection Units, the police, 
school staff, health professionals, social 
services and local government entities) 
and NGOs in contact with working children 
and other children in street situations. The 
Protocol introduced a multi-disciplinary 
team approach in which child protection 
workers were expected to coordinate with 
the staff of other statutory agencies and 
also with NGOs. It emphasised the principle 

...the institutions 
set up to enforce 
labour law, such 
as the Labour 
Inspectorate, 
did not appear 
to have the 
required mandate 
or expertise 
to address the 
massive pattern 
of child labour 
which was visible 
in Albania at the 
beginning of this 
century. 
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that the best interests of the child had to be 
assessed and to be a primary consideration 
in actions affecting a child.

Despite the establishment of this child 
protection system, a situation analysis 
in Albania in 2014 concluded that more 
needed to be done to identify children 
working on the streets to allow them to 
access relevant services, whether they 
were still in Albania or abroad.28 The 
authors reported that police and NGOs had 
observed 420 cases of children begging 

in the Albanian cities of 
Tirana and Durrës during the 
summer of 2011.29 At much 
the same time, a TDH team 
in neighbouring Kosovo noted 
that each year between 2007 
and 2010 approximately 
200 Albanian children had 
been taken to Kosovo to earn 
money there by begging. 
The analysis concluded that, 
although Albania had made 
progress in developing a child 
protection system, only parts 
of the system were in place, 
leaving worrying gaps. 

The authorities issued a set of Guidelines 
for the Protection of Children in a 
Street Situation in 2014 concerning the 
identification, immediate assistance and 
referral of street children. TDH and other 
NGOs were involved in training specialist 
street children teams in Tirana and five 
other cities in 2015. In 2017, TDH provided 
training on child protection methods to 
1,100 professionals. 

In 2017, Albania adopted a new child 
protection law (Law no. 18/2017 on the 
Rights and Protection of the Child). This 
specifies how the authorities should react 
when there is reason to suspect that a child 
in a street situation is being exploited. It 
requires child protection workers to make 
an initial assessment and, if necessary, to 
work with others in a multi-disciplinary 

team to develop an Individual Protection 
Plan for the child.30 In November 2017, 
questions about how to address cases of 
children reported in street situations or 
begging were at the top of a list of issues 
raised by international organisations 
and NGOs at a meeting in Tirana about 
how to implement the new law.31 In early 
2018, a series of sector-specific policies 
were apparently being developed by the 
Government of Albania to replace the 2010 
Child Protection Protocol, but the impact 
has not yet been reported. 

Results:  Little data about numbers of child 
workers or the numbers working in the 
streets has been collected since 2015 to 
assess trends. Anecdotal accounts reported 
that the numbers seen in street situations 
in Greece fell during the first decade of the 
21st century. NGOs providing support to 
households belonging to minority groups 
have noted that the number of children 
sent out to work has decreased when 
the households have been provided with 
alternative sources of income. In response 
to levels of child labour that were deemed 
unacceptably high in 2015, 
the report for the National 
Ombudsperson noted that, 
as in many other countries 
in Europe, Labour Inspectors 
were largely powerless 
to react to cases of child 
labour.32 It recommended 
that this be changed to 
allow labour inspectors to 
report cases directly. 

The worst forms of 
child labour, including 
those occurring in street 
situations, have not yet 
been brought to an end, but government 
agencies, supported by NGOs, have 
improved their capacity to identify children 
working on the streets and to take 
measures that protect and support them 
(and potentially enable them to continue 
with education). 

...although 
Albania had 
made progress in 
developing a child 
protection system, 
only parts of the 
system were in 
place, leaving 
worrying gaps. 

...the number 
of children sent 
out to work has 
decreased when 
the households 
have been 
provided with 
alternative 
sources of 
income. 
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Lessons learned and replicability:  
Child protection laws and procedures to 
enforce such laws have the potential to help 
eliminate the worst forms of child labour. 
However, enforcing them is relatively 
labour- and resource-intensive: it means 
mobilising a country’s social services to 
develop and implement methods to identity 
children who are being exploited and for 
them to have meaningful alternatives to 
offer the children; this cannot be done if 
most social workers work in offices, for it 

requires them to engage in ‘street work’ 
to make contact with the children. Child 
protection methods seem an appropriate 
method to deploy if conventional laws 
on child labour prove ineffective, either 
in general or as far as certain ethnic or 
minority groups are concerned. They 
need to be matched by complementary 
methods to modify the cultural practices of 
a particular social group, if these result in 
children being exploited.  

©Tdh/Jean-Luc Marchina
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4 Interventions related 
to education

Organisations such as Terre des Hommes 
have particular influence at community 
level when they support NGOs based in 
local communities and develop long-term 

relationships with them. 
Together they have the 
potential to complement 
efforts by the government 
at national level (which 
focus on law, policy and 
the provision of resources), 
for local organisations can 
make direct contact with 
working children, families 
and schools and understand 
the local economy, its power 
dynamics and the obstacles 
to progress they represent. 
Terre des Hommes and 
its locally-based partners 
can consequently achieve 
changes at community 

level which, while they do not alter the 
structure of the economy, bring about vital 
improvements in specific places and for 
particular children. 

4.1 Promoting education as an 
alternative to hazardous work

Many anti-child labour programmes aim to 
stop children below the official minimum 
age from starting work at all. If schooling 
is available as a viable alternative and the 
child’s family can survive without his or her 
labour or income, such programmes are 

appropriate. However, it is more difficult to 
promote education as a viable alternative 
to earning money among poor families 
whose children not only start working 
before reaching the minimum age, but who 
are often under pressure to work in one of 
the worst forms of child labour. In part this 
is because such children and their families 
are vulnerable to pressure from recruiters 
and employers and in part because they 
are unaware of alternative jobs that would 
cause the child less harm or bring in enough 
income while the child also attends school. 

NGOs have sometimes brought about a 
dramatic improvement in children’s lives 
by seeking more gradual changes and 
enabling children to move from work that 
is hazardous to work that is less harmful. 
In India, it is important to take into account 
research findings that almost half of 
15-year-old children who remain at school 
(approximately 77% of children in two areas 
surveyed in Andhra Pradesh and Telangana 
states) were able to do so by combining 
school attendance with paid or unpaid work: 

“ What is striking is the fact that the 
number of children combining unpaid 
work and schooling increased from a 
small 4 percent at the age of 12 to 45 
percent at 15. Interestingly, the number 
of children combining paid work and 
schooling remained almost constant 
at 13 percent. Boys (56%) and the 
poorest third (60%) constituted a major 
proportion of children combining school 
with paid work”.33

“Recognizing the importance of rural poverty reduction, the extension of 
social protection and access to public, free, complete, universal, quality 
primary and secondary education, affordable, quality technical vocational and 
tertiary education and life-long learning, and of area-based and community 
interventions for eradicating child labour and forced labour…” (Preamble to the 
Buenos Aires Declaration). 

NGOs have 
sometimes brought 
about a dramatic 
improvement in 
children’s lives 
by seeking more 
gradual changes 
and enabling 
children to move 
from work that 
is hazardous to 
work that is less 
harmful. 
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Terre des Hommes focused relatively more 
attention on children subjected to worst 
forms of child labour (than less harmful 
work) and has developed various methods 
to create alternatives for children in 
extremely poor communities. These do not 
necessarily stop a child working altogether, 
but TDH considers it to be a major and 
worthwhile achievement if a working child 
is able to continue in part-time education 
and to work in a less exhausting job, 
suffering less harm than before. 

The pattern of exploitation:  
In the Indian city of Gwalior (Madhya 
Pradesh), there are reported to be more 
than 5,500 carpet looms, many employing 
children, and some 18,000 households 
manufacture bidis (local cigarettes), 
involving children as well as adults 
in hazardous work. Children are also 
employed in hazardous occupations such 
as collecting rubbish, rag-picking, carrying 
large loads and crushing stones. 

Methods used by TDH: The 
priority action supported 
by Terre des Hommes in 
Gwalior (and also in another 
Indian city, Kolkata) has 
been to withdraw children 
engaged in hazardous work 
(or other ‘worst forms’) 
by providing them with 
access to school, influencing 
children and their parents to keep them in 
school until they complete their elementary 
education (rather than dropping out 
prematurely to start work) and trying to 
change the mindset of parents concerning 
the importance of schooling (which some 
parents regard as unnecessary, especially 
for girls and adolescents). It has also proved 
important to provide adolescents with 
vocational training to improve their chances 
of finding decent, sustainable employment.

Results:  A total of 2,400 children were 
withdrawn from hazardous work. Terre des 
Hommes’ partner in Gwalior, the Centre 
for Integrated Development, has given 
priority to enabling parents, members 
of School Management Committees (or, 
if such committees have not yet been 
formed, parents’ committees) and others 
in the community to play their part in 
implementing India’s Right to Education 
Act. In 2017 this allowed them to resolve 
27 out of 42 problems related to the 
management of schools, which had been 
inhibiting children from attending school 
(such as teachers failing to turn up or 
having too many pupils in a class, or a 
lack of midday meals). In the two cities, 
TDH’s project allowed 1,300 children to 
remain in primary education and 500 to 
attend secondary school. More than 1,000 
adolescents received vocational training 
and obtained decent jobs, rather than 
having to resort to dirty, dangerous and 
exploitative work.

Adolescents in the two cities have also 
received advice on how to formulate their 
own demands and to submit these to the 
appropriate local authorities. In 2017, this 

TDH’s project 
allowed 1,300 
children to 
remain in primary 
education and 
500 to attend 
secondary school.
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resulted in 80 requests being submitted, of 
which 35 had been resolved satisfactorily 
by the end of the year. The issues raised 
included: the availability of drinking water, 
road improvements, the construction of 
fences or walls around schools, the provision 
of separate toilets for girls in schools, and 
improvements in the quality of school meals. 
The children themselves also wanted to 
remove the obstacles facing school drop-outs 
who sought to return to school. 

Lessons learned and replicability:  
The combination of strengthening community 
involvement in school management, 
making schools (and local government) 
more accountable to the community and 
supporting vocational training has been 
effective in reducing levels of hazardous 
child labour in Gwalior. As in many other 

places, TDH’s partners in Gwalior found it 
more difficult to persuade parents to keep 
their daughters in school than their sons. 
They found girls’ involvement in home-based 
work (not just housework, but remunerated 
work) was a particular obstacle to reducing 
their hours of work. The shortage of trained 
teachers was found to be an obstacle to 
achieving reasonable teacher/pupil ratios in 
schools and improving the quality of teaching. 
In terms of influencing public opinion and 
coordinating the Centre for Integrated 
Development’s activities with those of other 
relevant actors in Gwalior (such as the 
government’s Labour Department and its 
Child Welfare Committee), the coordination 
provided by a telephone hotline, Childline 
India, which acts as the hub of a local referral 
network on child protection issues, was found 
to be very helpful. 

©Christel Kovermann/ 
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5 Interventions concerning 
supply chains and responsible 
business practice

Since the 1990s, businesses have sought to 
avoid embarrassing publicity by checking 
that they are not selling products made by 
child labour. Initially, it was predominantly 
retailers importing products from developing 
countries to sell in Western countries, 
where the public is perceived to object to 
child labour, and where investors and other 
companies are concerned that any public 
criticism is bad for business. However, the 
businesses concerned with their reputation 

have expanded around the 
globe, as will be seen below. 
The UN has encouraged 
businesses to take action 
to prevent abuse of human 
rights (such as child 
labour) from occurring in 
their workplaces or supply 
chains, notably in the UN 
Global Compact and the 
UN Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights 
(2011). 

Although the UN Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights require 
businesses to check for themselves that 
satisfactory working conditions exist among 
their suppliers (a process known as ‘due 
diligence’), in practice it has frequently been 
NGOs such as TDH which provide the initial 
information about ways in which children 
(or adults) are being exploited or abused 
at work and which subsequently monitor 

the effects of remedial measures taken by 
businesses (both those based abroad and 
those in the country where child labour 
occurs). In effect, NGOs are well-placed to 
act as a bridge between the places where 
children are exploited and the businesses 
and consumers in other countries who buy 
their products. 

While businesses focus specifically on 
what occurs in the workplace and how 
to improve matters, it is frequently left 
to NGOs to respond to the wider health, 
social and economic impacts on children 
and their communities, such as helping 
young workers recover from abuse and 
supporting them in returning to school 
or finding alternative (acceptable) 
employment. Measures taken by a business 
to prevent child labour (or other forms 
of exploitation) in its supply chain have 
the potential to harm the very individuals 
they are intended to benefit. This occurs, 
for example, if a retailer imposes a blanket 
ban on its suppliers employing anyone 
under 18 to work on the products it buys 
(as this constitutes discrimination against 
adolescent workers who are old enough to 
be employed). A business can also do harm 
if it cancels a contract when a child worker is 
detected, without engaging with its suppliers 
to improve their workplace by removing child 
labourers in an acceptable way that ensures 
they do not end up worse off.35

“Recognizing that enterprises should respect human rights, encourage 
them…to carry out due diligence in their supply chains in order to identify, 
prevent, mitigate and account for how they address adverse human rights 
impacts of their activities, particularly in relation to child labour and forced 
labour” (Buenos Aires Declaration on Child Labour, Forced Labour and Youth 
Employment, Action Point 3.534).

...in practice it has 
frequently been 
NGOs such as TDH 
which provide the 
initial information 
about ways in 
which children (or 
adults) are being 
exploited... 
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5.1 Methods that have 
proved effective to influence 
businesses and employers of 
child labour involved in export 
industries

A wide range of stakeholders can contribute 
to stopping child labour in situations where 
children produce goods for export and 
businesses playing various different roles can 
potentially bring their influence to bear. The 
principle interventions that are needed are:

1.	Research to obtain accurate information 
about child workers concerning 
unacceptable employment practices and 
to find out what changes are sought 
by young workers and others in their 
communities;

2.	Presenting the findings (if child labour is 
reported) to businesses involved in the 
supply chain (the chain of businesses 
whose purchases have the effect of 
condoning or encouraging child labour). 
Often it is more effective to publicise 
the findings than to submit them 
confidentially to a business that has an 
interest in keeping reports of abuse away 
from public attention;

3.	 ‘Supply chain’ pressure by businesses 
that buy, directly or indirectly, products 
made with child labour;

4.	Supporting community-level 
organisations in the area where children 
work or are recruited, for example:

•	 campaigning for change; 

•	 providing advice or other services to 
young people while they are working;

•	 providing services to former 
child labourers who are suffering 
the consequences of working 
inappropriately, whether adverse 
health impacts (including mental health 
impacts and loss of self-esteem), lack 
of education or others;

•	 Providing accurate information 
about workplace abuse to parents 
and discouraging children from 
accompanying recruiters and/or 
parents from agreeing to their child 
being recruited;  

5.	Supporting the creation of alternative 
livelihood opportunities and employment 
in areas of recruitment, so adolescents 
can work in decent jobs and young 
workers who leave jobs involving a 
worst form of child labour are offered a 
preferable alternative;

6.	Using legal procedures to challenge 
child labour or other bad employment 
practices; 

7.	Advocacy for change with local and 
national governments and also at 
international level;

8.	Coordination of separate initiatives (both 
in the area where child labour occurs 
and between organisations based in 
different places, e.g. at local, national and 
international levels, and to ensure that 
‘top-down’ and ‘bottom up’ initiatives 
share common objectives);

9.	Further research, once measures to 
stop child labour are implemented, to 
monitor the changes that occur. In part, 
this is to compare claims by companies 
to have ‘resolved the problem’ with the 
evidence available from workers and 
other community members. However, it 
is also vital to monitor possible negative 
effects on the children or communities 
concerned: these can occur if children are 
displaced from one form of child labour to 
another in which they experience abuse 
that is as bad or worse.36

The following two examples concern 
recent and current action by TDH in cases 
involving products exported from India: a 
mineral (mica) and textiles. In both cases, 
the abuse that occurs is not limited to 
child workers, but children have suffered 
particular harm. 
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5.2 Tackling child labour in mica 
mines in India by influencing the 
supply chain

The pattern of exploitation:  Terre des 
Hommes has published the predicament 
of thousands of child labourers working 
in dangerous conditions in mica mines in 
India. Terre des Hommes’ aim is to bring 
about change by influencing businesses 
that use mica in their products (as diverse 
as cosmetics, paint, ink, electronics, car 
manufacturing, construction and fluids 
used when drilling oil wells) and retailers 
that buy or use mica ore from northern 
India, in a mining area situated along the 
border of Bihar and Jharkhand states. This 
may concern as many as 20,000 children in 
between 500 and 700 villages. 

Methods used by Terre des Hommes:  
Terre des Hommes commissioned SOMO 
(the Netherlands-based Centre for 
Research on Multinational Corporations) 
to collect evidence of child labour and its 

effects in the mica mining 
areas.37 SOMO found that 
the number of formally-
registered mines in the area 
had reduced from more 
than 400 in the 1960s to 
only two by 2016. This 
meant that any regulation 
of working conditions and 
health and safety had 
disappeared: instead of 
the local economy being 

increasingly formalised, the process has 
been reversed, reducing the costs of 
production and sucking children into the 
mines. At the same time, the amount of 
mica produced in this area had increased, 
possibly by as much as 75% between 
2006 and 2016, with the two Indian states 
estimated by SOMO to generate some 25% 
of mica (125,000 tonnes) on the global 
market by 2014. 

Not surprisingly, the removal of checks on 
mining work had pushed children as well 
as adults to expose themselves to greater 
dangers. Investigations by journalists in 

2016 revealed that seven children had been 
killed in a period of just two months.38 In 
response to the publicity and to appeals 
by TDH and other NGOs, India’s National 
Commission for the Protection of Child 
Rights sent a fact-finding mission to 
Jharkhand’s Koderma and Giridih districts 
in June 2016 and reported finding children 
as young as eight years old mining mica. In 
2018, the Jharkhand state-level child rights 
commission was reported to be carrying 
out a survey of child labour in the area, 
but the findings and next steps by this 
government-appointed body had not been 
revealed by April 2019. At the beginning 
of 2019 Jharkhand State’s Department of 
Labour Employment and Training proposed 
to amend the state’s rules on child labour, 
but without addressing the specific issue of 
children in mines.39

Results:  The 2016 publicity about children 
killed in mica mines provoked mica-buying 
businesses outside India into action. 
Publishing its findings in 2016, SOMO 
included a specific appeal to businesses 
buying mica from India not to simply turn to 
alternative sources, as this would not end 
the exploitation of children in India; instead 
they were encouraged to work with their 
suppliers and to carry out human rights due 
diligence, as required by the UN’s Guiding 
Principles on Business and Human Rights. 

The 2016 publicity 
about children 
killed in mica 
mines provoked 
mica-buying 
businesses outside 
India into action. 
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In January 2017 a Paris-based Responsible 
Mica Initiative (RMI) was launched, with 
some 40 businesses involved, including 
well-known cosmetics firms, such as Estée 
Lauder, Chanel and L’Oréal, and German 
drugs and chemical group Merck KGaA. RMI 
describes itself as a “Do-Tank which aims 
to eradicate child labour and unacceptable 
working conditions in the Indian mica supply 
chain by joining forces across industries”.40 
The companies that joined RMI were not 
restricted to those based in Europe and 
North America, but included, for example, 
Chinese pigment manufacturer Fujian 
Kuncai Material Technology Co Ltd, the 
first company to agree (in 2016) to support 

TDH’s efforts to end child 
labour in India’s mica 
mines.41 The number of 
businesses supporting RMI 
increased to 47 in 2018 
and included five involved 
in processing mica in India, 
as well as companies based 
outside India. By the end of 
2018, the RMI was reported 
to have raised more than 
one million Euros to finance 
its work and help eradicate 
child labour. In June 2018, 
German carmaker Daimler, 
owner of Mercedes-Benz, 
announced that it would 
increase the checks on 

the products used in order to avoid using 
mica mined in unregulated conditions by 
children.42 Alongside the focus on business 
responsibilities, TDH supports activities in 

61 villages in the mica belt, 
focusing on communities in 
Jharkhand which depend 
on income earned from 
mica. Support is provided 
by five local partner 
organisations and includes 
developing additional 
sources of income for the 
communities concerned 
(to reduce dependency on 
mica) and providing access 
to education for several 
thousand children. At the 

same time, the RMI is organising community-
level activities in a further 40 villages.

Once again, coordination has been vital. 
TDH and RMI coordinate their activities 
closely to learn from each other’s 
experiences and to achieve maximum 
impact. They support regular coordination 
meetings of the local organisations involved 
(known as ‘CSO [civil society organisation] 
committees’). RMI also coordinates a 
regular meeting with businesses willing 
to participate, known as “Business Core 
Committee” meetings. 

Lessons learned and replicability:  
Engaging businesses in India and 
elsewhere that buy and use mica in 
efforts to reduce worst forms of child 
labour replicates a method that has 
helped mobilise business influence in 
other sectors and countries. The formation 
of RMI mirrors the action taken in other 
business sectors, where organisations 
formed by the businesses involved (and 
often led by retailers) have promoted 
measures to end child labour or other 
forms of workplace abuse. Ensuring that 
such ‘top down’ influence is matched with 
activities at community level requires active 
coordination and represents good practice, 
in part because it ensures a constant 
supply of accurate information about what 
is happening at community level to others 
involved, and also because it delivers 
a long-term benefit by convincing local 
people of the reasons for not letting their 
children engage in certain forms of work. 

German carmaker 
Daimler, owner of 
Mercedes-Benz, 
announced that 
it would increase 
the checks on the 
products used 
in order to avoid 
using mica mined 
in unregulated 
conditions by 
children.42
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5.3 Tackling forced labour 
involving girls in South India’s 
garment industry (sumangali)

The pattern of exploitation:  
Factories manufacturing for the garment 
industry have been criticised around the 
world for exploiting workers (mainly girls 
and women), including in sweatshops 
in industrialised countries. Retailers can 
insist on improvements in the first tier of 
their suppliers, but routinely have more 
difficulty in improving working conditions 
further down the supply chain, for example 
in cotton fields or ginneries where raw 
cotton is spun into yarn for use in textiles. 
During the first decade of this century, 
increasing numbers of young women and 
adolescent girls aged from 12 to 17 years 
old started working in cotton spinning mills 
in India’s southern Tamil Nadu state. Most 
come from families categorised in India as 

dalits, regarded as having low social status. 
They are employed on fixed year contracts 
(usually for three to five years) with the 
promise of a final lump sum, a relatively 
large amount which they only receive if they 
complete their contract (reported in 2018 
to be between 30,000 and 75,000 Indian 
Rupees or €380 and €945). They receive 
a small monthly salary as well as a final 
lump sum. The girls were supposed to be 
at least 14 years old for their recruitment 
to be legal (though some are reportedly 
younger when they start work) and are 
categorised as ‘apprentices’, meaning that 
they may legitimately be paid below the 
minimum wage. The expected benefit of 
receiving a lump sum at the end of their 
contract is that the money ‘saved’ for them 
by their employer can be used to pay the 
young woman’s dowry (the payment made 
by a bride’s family to her husband or his 
family when she gets married). This is 

known as the sumangali 
system (referring to young 
women who are soon to be 
married) and has the effect 
of obliging girls and young 
women to remain with the 
same employer to obtain 
this final payment.

Today some 300,000 girls 
are reported to be working 
in the sumangali system 
or a modified version of it, 
out of more than 2.2 million 
workers reported in Tamil 
Nadu’s garment industry. 
Tamil Nadu mills accounts 
for almost 48 per cent43 of 
India’s cotton spinning mills 
(more than 2,000 mills). The 
girls are reported to work 
long hours (more than 60 
hours a week), sometimes 
seven days a week in harsh 
working conditions (due 
to dust, noise, heat and a 
lack of health and safety 
precautions), with up to only 
seven days’ holiday a year.©Christel Kovermann/Terre des Hommes
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The girls are 
reported to work 
long hours (more 
than 60 hours a 
week), sometimes 
seven days a week 
in harsh working 
conditions (due 
to dust, noise, 
heat and a lack of 
health and safety 
precautions), with 
up to only seven 
days’ holiday a 
year.

Between half and three 
quarters work away from 
home and are housed 
in dormitories (hostels) 
attached to the mills, many 
of them overcrowded 
and with poor sanitation. 
They are not allowed out 
unsupervised and some 
have been prevented from 
talking to relatives by 
telephone. Food provided 
by employers is reported 
in many cases to be poor 
or even rotten. Throughout 
the years, hundreds of 
cases of harassment by 
supervisors have been 
reported (mainly shouting 
abuse and sexual violence). 
Dozens of cases have been 

filed for compensation after work-related 
accidents. Doctors from local hospitals have 
reported a high rate of suicides among girl 
mill workers. Both the hazardous working 
conditions and harsh living conditions 
affect the workers’ health, but those who 
stop work due to ill-health or work-related 
accidents have gone unremunerated, as 
they failed to finish their contracts.

The courts in Tamil Nadu have condemned 
the sumangali system, but the state 
government has been slow and ineffective 
in responding.

Methods used by Terre des Hommes: 
Numerous organisations in India and 
elsewhere have criticised the sumangali 
system and been involved in action to 
halt the exploitation concerned. Between 
2011 and 2015, TDH gave priority to 
withdrawing girls from abusive work 
(10,000 benefited) and supporting them 
in returning to school or undertaking 
vocational training. Since 2016 Terre des 

Hommes has also prioritised advocacy in 
Tamil Nadu and at international level.44 
Terre des Hommes’ special contribution 
has been at local level, supporting local 
organisations in a ‘bottom up’ approach in 
more than 400 villages in Tamil Nadu. This 
has included empowering girls and young 
women as agents of change. Via its partner 
on the ground, Terre des Hommes has:

•	 Supported the first research into 
the sumangali system in 2006 and 
2007.45 Many publications were 
issued subsequently by others46 and 
in 2015 India’s Garment Sector Union 
submitted an official complaint to the 
ILO, alleging that sumangali were being 
subjected to bonded labour, a form 
of forced labour prohibited by both 
Indian law and international law.47 The 
Indian and international media have 
publicised many of the reports, provoking 
businesses around the world into taking 
action. However, abuse has continued: 
for example, in July 2018 Deutsche Welle 
reported that campaigners had recorded 
over 100 deaths of young textile workers 
in Tamil Nadu’s textile industry.48

•	 Established girls’ associations in about 
400 villages in the four main districts 
where girls have been recruited. These 
started raising their voices and became 
active in making others aware of the 
abuse in mills. They monitor the activities 
of labour brokers who come to their 
villages and stand up against new 
recruitment of sumangali, as well as 
against other abuse affecting girls, such 
as early marriage and gender-based 
violence (they do not focus narrowly or 
exclusively on the issue of child labour).

•	 Provided vocational training for girls who 
quit mill work and gave them access to 
psychosocial care49 and health services. 
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Results:  In this case, results can be traced 
at three levels involving business practice, 
advocacy and local communities.

Well-known retailers and brands began 
protesting at the sumangali system soon 
after the 2007 publication of Women 
Workers in a Cage. 

•	 Some brands and retailers buying from 
India included a ban on the sumangali 
and related systems in their codes of 
conducts (that suppliers are required to 
observe) and the systems for checking 
if the requirements of codes are 
implemented. C&A was one of the first to 
protest at the system;50

•	 In a few cases where there was 
especially close collaboration between 
spinning mills and international retailers, 
occupational health and safety systems 
and complaints mechanisms were 
introduced. However, businesses based 
outside India rarely bought products 
directly from spinning mills, meaning that 
they had less influence on mill employers 
than if they had a direct business 
relationship with them. 

Advocacy in Tamil Nadu resulted in the 
Madras High Court ruling the sumangali 
system illegal in 2016 (though this did not 
stop the system continuing under other 
names). A variety of changes have been 
reported since 2008 and some factories 
have discontinued the original lump 
payment system. However, employers 
continue to make deductions for salaries 
and only to repay these at the end of a 
worker’s contract, so the main problem 
has not been solved. Reacting to criticism, 
one of the leading industrial associations, 
Southern India Mills’ Association (SIMA), 
issued a set of recruitment guidelines, 

noting that “there has been a lot of criticism 
about women employment in textile mills, 
particularly the apprenticeship scheme 
system adopted by mills under which 
women in the 17-18 age group prefer to 
work for a fixed term of three to five years 
before their marriage”.51 The guidelines 
suggest that no-one under 18 should be 
recruited. However, recognising that 16 and 
17-year-olds had already been recruited, 
they go on to suggest that no girls under 
17 should be allowed to work at night. The 
guidelines focus largely on procedures to 
prevent sexual harassment in and outside 
the workplace. Employers are now being 
urged to implement a set of alternative 
guidelines which assert that no-one under 
18 should be recruited but acknowledge 
that children who are already at work 
should be allowed to keep their jobs.52

At community level, Terre des Hommes’ 
partner has:

•	 Provided assistance to more than 45,000 
girls from the four districts between 2011 
and 2019, supporting them in leaving 
their jobs as sumangali and either 
restarting school or attending vocational 
training. An evaluation for Terre des 
Hommes and the C&A Foundation 
(which supported TDH’s work) noted 
that “Focusing on relevant priorities for 
survivors, including income-generating 
activities, is critical for successful 
rehabilitation”;53

•	 Enabled 6,000 families to get income-
support from government-run schemes;

•	 Provided current and former workers 
with various forms of care: psychosocial 
care for 14,000 former sumangali and 
health services for 8,978 
girls. A 2015 evaluation 
reported good results 
in restoring the physical 
and mental health of 
former workers.54

Advocacy in Tamil 
Nadu resulted in 
the Madras High 
Court ruling the 
sumangali system 
illegal in 2016... 

Some brands and retailers buying 
from India included a ban on the 
sumangali and related systems in 
their codes of conducts...
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Lessons learned and replicability:  
An oppressive system functioning on a 
large scale, such as the sumangali one, is 
likely to need a combination of methods to 
address it, for no single intervention is likely 
to end it, however influential the company 
that demands change. Some are ‘top down’ 
(such as businesses importing textiles from 
India pressing employers to change their 
employment practices) and some ‘bottom 
up’, mobilising communities to take action to 
protect girls and women from exploitation 
and providing assistance to those who 
have been exploited. The methods used 
in Tamil Nadu have themselves replicated 
successful experiences elsewhere, but the 
system of exploitation involving both forced 
labour and other worst forms of child labour 

has proved remarkably resilient, meaning 
that Terre des Hommes and others need to 
remain engaged and vigilant.

An analysis of the needs of individual 
children and young people proved crucial, 
followed by counselling and psychosocial 
care for those needing it. Girls and 
young women were traumatised by their 
work experiences and trapped between 
their hope of earning a living and their 
experience of exploitation and humiliation. 
Strengthening their self-esteem and 
enabling them to take collective action with 
others who had similar experiences proved 
effective for both the individuals concerned 
and their communities.

©Christel Kovermann/Terre des Hommes
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6 Community-based responses 
to child labour

6.1 Supporting community 
responses to protect child 
domestic workers

 The pattern of exploitation:   
Millions of girls and boys are involved in 
paid or unpaid work in households other 
than their own. They clean, cook, garden, 
collect water, look after other children and 
care for the elderly. The majority (about 
two thirds) are girls, though large numbers 
of pre-adolescent boys are involved in 
some places. The tasks, hours, hazards 
and impediments faced by child domestic 
workers are similar to the situation of 
many millions of girls and boys who carry 
out domestic tasks for their own families. 
But the situation of children who live in 
someone else’s home and work there, 
including children living with relatives, is 
usually characterised by their blurred and 

ambiguous relationship 
to the employing family. 
This results in a situation 
where the child works, but 
is not considered a worker, 
and, while living in a family 
setting, is not treated as a 
family member either.

Global estimates published 
by the ILO in 2013 
suggested 17.2 million 
children around the world 
worked in households other 
than their own,55 many long 
distances from their family 

homes and some in neighbouring countries. 
In terms of age, over 11 million were aged 
below 15, with six million aged 15, 16 or 
17 years. The ILO reckoned that over two-

thirds (11.5 million) of the total should not 
be in their jobs at all, either because they 
were below the legal minimum working 
age, were working in hazardous situations, 
or were in servitude or debt bondage.

Much has been learned about methods 
that child domestic workers consider most 
beneficial, notably support to help them 
meet and organise collectively (to improve 
their working conditions), so they cease 
to be ‘invisible’ and voiceless. The lives 
of child domestic workers as a group are 
rarely improved by adopting new laws or 
‘rescuing’ just a few who are maltreated. It 
requires a series of coordinated initiatives. 
Effective methods have included:

•	 Making contact with child domestic 
workers, when this is safe and will not 
place them at risk, at drop-in centres or 
at places where they are outside their 
employer’s home and not accompanied 
by their employers (for example collecting 
water or attending non-formal or 
vocational education classes), in order to 
offer various services to them;

•	 Enabling the young workers themselves 
to meet, organise and have access 
to basic services, such as non-formal 
education and health checks, and to 
express their own views about how 
domestic workers should and should 
not be treated (see Chapter 8 for a 
description of a method to enable child 
domestic workers to express their views 
on their own situation). For older children 
who are allowed time off work on a 
weekly or other regular basis, this may 
mean meeting at pre-agreed public 

Relevant international standard: “Strengthen the organizational capacity 
of local communities, as appropriate, in their efforts to prevent, detect and 
eliminate child labour and forced labour; to ensure that relevant authorities are 
aware of and replicate these efforts…” (Buenos Aires Declaration, Action 1.5)

The lives of child 
domestic workers 
as a group are 
rarely improved 
by adopting new 
laws or ‘rescuing’ 
just a few who 
are maltreated. It 
requires a series 
of coordinated 
initiatives.
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places, such 
as a park, 
whereas 
for younger 
children it 
is essential 
to use a 
safe space, 
such as the 
courtyard 
of a school 
or religious 

institution. One side-effect of meeting 
others is that any bruising or other 
evidence of physical ill-treatment comes 
to the notice of other workers or the 
adults supporting them;

•	 Ensuring the child (and employer) 
maintains contact with her or his family, 
for protection and to make it easier to 
return home;

•	 Influencing employers to improve the 
way they treat domestic workers. 
This is challenging as the employers 
(like most domestic workers) have no 
representative body through which they 
can be reached. Effective methods with 
employers include:56

•	 Persuading employers to allow 
domestic workers to leave the house 
for recreation, education (including 
non-formal education) and training 
opportunities;

•	 Establishing a dialogue with 
groups of employers in a particular 
neighbourhood to make it possible to 
reach, assist and remove children if it 
becomes essential;

•	 Establishing ‘responsible employer’ 
organisations to raise standards 
among them and to monitor abuse;

•	 Not treating employers collectively as 
abusers or possible criminals, even 
if some commit crimes such as cruel, 
inhuman or degrading treatment or 
rape and should indeed be prosecuted. 

6.1.1 Reacting to the worst 
forms of child labour involving 
child domestic workers

The example of worst forms  
(of child labour) that was targeted:  
In some situations, child domestic workers 
experience so much abuse that it is clear 
that they are being subjected to a worst 
form of child labour or even a 
form of slavery. In such cases 
it is essential to follow a two-
pronged approach of seeking 
legal reform at national level, 
while also intervening on 
behalf of individual children, 
to withdraw them from the 
control of abusive employers. 
In some circumstances both 
specialist NGOs, such as TDH, 
and government officials 
conclude that the recruitment 
or employment of child 
domestic workers constitutes 
human trafficking, a crime 
which merits prosecution. 

Method used by Terre des Hommes:   
In the city of Mwanza (Tanzania),57 Terre 
des Hommes’ local partner, Kiwohode 
(Kiota Women Health and Development 
Organisation), has worked with the 
government’s ‘Most Vulnerable Children 
Committees’ (MVC) to identify domestic 
workers who are reckoned to have been 
trafficked (i.e. those who, once they start 
work, are not allowed to leave their 
employer). By mid-2017, they had identified 
31 children and helped develop 60 legal 
cases. However, the authorities were 
reticent to prosecute in all the cases (they 
reacted in 20 of the 60, of which three 
were referred to court), partly because of 
reluctance at the level of both the police 
and wider public to recognise that criminal 
offences had been committed and partly 
because of difficulties in collecting evidence. 
A further 22 cases were referred to the local 
labour relations and mediation commission, 
resulting in child workers reportedly being 
able to obtain outstanding wages that had 
not been paid from former employers.

...specialist NGOs, 
such as TDH, 
and government 
officials conclude 
that the 
recruitment or 
employment of 
child domestic 
workers constitutes 
human trafficking, 
a crime which 
merits prosecution.
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Alongside efforts to prosecute criminals, 
there have been ongoing efforts by other 
NGOs in Mwanza to improve the treatment 
of domestic workers. Initial efforts from 
2008 onwards focused on enlisting a 
group of employers as ‘champions of 
change’ (350 had been recruited by 2013, 
resulting in 500 employers formalising their 
domestic worker’s situation by signing job 
contracts and providing improved working 
conditions). More recently, a group of 
some 20 NGOs have formed the Tanzania 
Domestic Workers Coalition, advocating 
better treatment for adult as well as 
adolescent workers.

Another example of a ‘worst form’  
(of child labour) that was targeted:  
The exploitation of child domestic workers 
has been a long-term focus of attention 
in Haïti because of its prevalence and the 
tradition of ‘restavèk’ (‘stay with’) children 
who leave their own families before the age 
of 10 to live and work in someone else’s 
household. The restavèk system has been 
categorised as one of servitude and forced 
labour by the UN and ILO. In 2011, the ILO 
noted, “[I]n practice many of these children, 
some of them only 4 or 5 years old, are the 
victims of exploitation, are obliged to work 
long hours without pay, face all kinds of 
discrimination and bullying, receive poor 
lodging and food and are often subjected to 
physical, psychological and sexual abuse. In 
addition, very few of them attend school”.58 

Method used by TDH:  
In 2010, the country 
suffered a terrible 
earthquake. This 
increased the number 
of orphan children 
who were in need of 
alternate care and 
created the momentum 
among a range of key 
stakeholders to seek 
wholesale solutions. 
These included the 
government, but also 
intergovernmental 
organisations, 
international NGOs such 

as TDH and local activists such as the 
Aba Sistèm Restavèk (ASR), ‘Down with 
the Restavèk System’, network. 

Progress started with fact-finding by a 
Norway-based research institute, which 
found that one in four children in Haïti did 
not live with their birth parents and that 
most worked, although not 
necessarily full-time.59 
In 1989, Father Jean-
Baptiste Miguel founded 
the Foyer Maurice Sixto 
(and was supported 
by TDH60) and set out 
to influence employers 
and thereby improve the 
treatment of restavèk 
children working for 
them. By 2012, the Foyer 
provided formal schooling 
for some restavèk children 
and non-formal education 
to 300 other restavèks 
after they had spent the 
morning engaged in house 
work for their employers.61

In 2013, a TDH team based in Haïti following 
the earthquake identified 50 restavèk 
children in particular difficulty. They were 
selected to receive care on the basis of 
their social or family situation, or particular 
psychological and health problems.62 
Among these children, the majority were 

By 2012, the Foyer 
provided formal 
schooling for some 
restavèk children 
and non-formal 
education to 300 
other restavèks 
after they had 
spent the morning 
engaged in house 
work for their 
employers.
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victims of ill-treatment: physical and 
mental abuse, sexual violence or a lack of 
medical treatment for health problems. In 
other cases, they suffered from social and 
psychological problems, and included young 
mothers and girls who were pregnant. 
Individual socio-educational care was 
provided by a TDH multidisciplinary team: 
social workers, a nurse, a psychologist and a 
socio-economic worker.

At national and international level, TDH 
has been involved in advocacy efforts to 
seek more holistic solutions at the level 
of law and policy. For example, TDH has 
worked with Haïti’s Institut du Bien-
Être Social et de Recherches (IBESR), 
Institute for Social Welfare and Research, 
the statutory organisation responsible 
for the implementation of policies on 
child protection, to improve the living 
conditions of restavèk children.

Results:  There has been ongoing 
publicity and advocacy about restavèk 
children at international level, to which 
TDH and its partners have contributed. In 
2018 the European Parliament adopted a 
resolution on Child Slavery in Haïti, calling 
on the Government of Haïti, inter alia, “to 
criminalize the practice of placing children 
in free [i.e. unpaid] domestic service” and 
urging the European Commission and 
the European External Action Service 
“to provide necessary assistance to the 
authorities to help them create solutions 
to the problem of child slavery”.63 The 
result of the advocacy is that separate 
UN organisations (such as UNICEF and 
ILO) are reported to have pooled their 
expertise to seek a general solution. 
However, this has not yet been achieved. 

Lessons learned and replicability:  It is 
apparent that international organisations 
need to support the government in 
designing a long-term strategy to end 
the restavèk system.64 In the meantime, 
while ongoing research and advocacy 
are needed, they do not bring about 
substantial change. Small-scale attempts 
to provide restavèk children with 

schooling provide a partial solution, as 
do occasional operations to withdraw 
children from the control of abusive 
employers. However, experience has 
shown that a more wholesale solution is 
needed. The Government of Haïti appears 
to be in favour of finding such a solution, 
but it faces numerous other demands 
and has not yet acted in an effective way 
either to end the restavèk system or to 
stop the worst abuse inflicted on tens of 
thousands of children. 

6.2 Establishing Early Warning 
Systems to Enable Local Actors 
to Protect Children from the 
Worst Forms of Child Labour

What is the most appropriate reaction 
when children are spotted in jobs that 
constitute a worst form of child labour? 
In many countries there is an assumption 
that labour inspectors should identify such 
children and initiate a response. In practice, 
however, labour 
inspectors have little or 
no expertise concerning 
children, lack the 
resources necessary to 
reach the places where 
children work and 
often have no mandate 
to visit anything 
except conventional 
workplaces (such as 
factories).

Organisations keen 
to protect children have tried various 
methods to involve locally-based actors 
in the responses, which vary from 
attempts to persuade school-aged child 
workers to return to school to police 
raids to secure the release of children 
who are being held captive and forced 
to earn money for someone else. The 
priority here is not to stop them working 
altogether, but to end their involvement 
in work that is debilitating and bad for 
their physical or mental health.

The priority here is 
not to stop them 
working altogether, 
but to end their 
involvement in work 
that is debilitating 
and bad for their 
physical or mental 
health.
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6.2.1 Responding to children 
working in gold mines

The pattern of exploitation:  
The Republic of Ghana was known as “The 
Gold Coast” until independence, largely 
because gold was produced in areas 
to the north of the country and brought 
south towards the West African coast in 
considerable quantities. In recent decades 
there has been a new ‘boom’ in gold mining 
in Sahelian countries (Burkina Faso, Mali and 
Niger). The Prime Minister of Burkina Faso, 
Paul Kaba Thiéba, reported in 2018 that 
gold production in the country had increased 
from 36 tonnes in 2016 to 46 tonnes in 
2017 (compared to less than one tonne in 
2000). He reported that gold production in 
2017 had generated €340 million in revenue 
for the government, becoming one of the 
country’s main income sources. Once mined 
from the ground, the value chain consists 
of numerous layers of intermediaries and 
buyers, making it difficult to rely on the 
methods outlined in the previous chapter. 
Speaking publicly, the Minister for Mines 
and Quarries, Oumarou Idani, said in 2018 
that many mine workers were children and 
reckoned about 10 tonnes per year were 
produced by artisanal mines, of which the 
country is estimated to have over 600.65 The 
TDH team in Burkina Faso estimates that 
between one third and half all those working 
in gold mines are children. 

Methods used by Terre des Hommes:  
Terre des Hommes has been active in 
Burkina Faso in trying to prevent children 
and adolescents working in artisanal gold 
mines. TDH’s activities have focused on 
four mines in Ganzourgou province (east 
of the capital, Ouagadougou),66 where 
approximately 2,000 children work, most 
involved in digging, panning or washing 
the gold. The average age of child workers 
on mining sites is reported to be only 13, 
with just over half not attending school. 
However, some workers are much younger. 

TDH has initiated an Early Warning System 
to identify child labourers on gold mining 
sites and to react rapidly by referring 
children to appropriate support services. 
Burkina Faso is no exception to the rule 
that labour inspectors are unavailable 
to visit artisanal mines. So TDH has 
supported the introduction of a different 
system: influential members of the local 
community (usually an older community 
leader accompanied by someone younger 
who is more “technology-friendly”) are 
deployed at the four mines to act as 
informal ‘inspectors’. They take part in 
various TDH activities to learn about the 
risks for children of mining work before 
taking up this role. They are able to move 
around each of the mines, on the look-out 
for workers who might be children. When 
they come across a child, they use an 
application (‘app’) to upload data about 
them via a tablet, answering questions 
such as “Are they a migrant? Are they 
accompanied or unaccompanied? Are 
they enrolled in school? Have they been 
hurt?”. The database works out (out on the 
basis of the answers provided) if an urgent 
response is needed, in which case the app 
automatically sends an SMS to relevant 
local actors, such as social services and 
health workers, as well as the police. 

Results:  The app records all the data 
that is transmitted, making it possible for 
TDH to monitor what is happening on all 
four mining sites. Between September 
2017 and October 2018, a total of 2,325 
children were identified on the four sites 
(roughly half boys and half girls). Those 
considered in need of specific forms of 
protection were referred to local services. 
The numbers being identified dropped in 
subsequent months, suggesting that less 
children were being recruited as a result 
of the roaming inspectors. 
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Lessons learned and replicability:  
By working with local social services 
to protect children, Terre des Hommes 
reckons to ensure the sustainability of the 
project, avoid creating a parallel system 
(operated uniquely by NGOs) and sustain 
local government’s involvement in initiatives 
to stop child labour (in a region where 
numerous anti-child labour efforts have 
failed to secure the support of the public). 
Being able to present the data that is 
collected via the app to political decision-
makers strengthens arguments in favour 
of change (to reduce child labour). Actively 
involving communities in the design of 

solutions about child labour ensures a 
context-sensitive approach and empowers 
local people to be agents of change, rather 
than resentful ‘objects’ of orders imposed 
from the capital or from abroad.

Actively involving 
communities in the design 
of solutions about child 
labour ensures a context-
sensitive approach and 
empowers local people to 
be agents of change

©Mayank Soni/Terre des Hommes
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7 Preventing child labour 
in emergencies and armed 
conflict

Humanitarian disasters often have the 
effect of destroying the existing economy, 
precipitating children and adults into 
work that they would not otherwise have 
taken on. To survive, families turn to 
coping mechanisms which have negative 
effects on children, such as child labour 
or marrying off a daughter while she is 
too young to marry or have children. Both 
before and after armed conflicts, as well 
as while conflicts run their course, children 
are routinely taken out of school to engage 
in work that causes them harm.  

Humanitarian emergencies caused by 
earthquakes and other natural disasters 
have routinely been followed by appeals 
to stop orphaned children being abducted 
or trafficked out of the affected areas. In 
areas directly affected by armed conflict, 
child rights defenders and humanitarian 
organisations usually have two clear 
priorities: (1) to discourage and stop 
the recruitment of children either as 
combatants or in other roles supporting 
combatants; (2) to stop abuse being 
committed against children in general, in 
particular sexual abuse and exploitation. 
One method regarded as effective for 
achieving this in areas directly impacted 
by conflict has been the establishment of 
community-based child protection groups.68 

However, the impact of conflict, as well 
as of natural disasters, is to destroy the 
conventional economy and to displace 
adults and children, not only making it 
difficult for children to continue at school 
but creating hardship for entire households, 
whether they flee from their homes or 
not. This obliges children as well adults to 
generate income, sometimes by engaging 
in worst forms of child labour, such as 
prostitution, bonded labour or hazardous 
work. In such crisis situations, government 
laws and policies are swiftly relegated into 
second place, and families are in need of 
practical, material assistance. 

7.1 Child labour and the impact 
of the armed conflict in Syria 
(2011 onwards)

The pattern of exploitation: In a 2016 
publication,69 TDH found substantial 
evidence that Syrian children faced 
a high risk of being drawn into child 
labour, including worst forms, in Syria 
itself, in neighbouring countries and 
while in transit through Europe. Among 
Syrian refugees in neighbouring 
countries such as Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq 
and Turkey, TDH found children in a 
variety of workplaces: on construction 

Relevant international standard: “Situations of armed conflict and 
humanitarian disasters result in the breakdown of social norms and family and 
community support structures. They force many displaced and crisis-affected 
adolescents to assume adult responsibilities and expose them to risks of 
sexual and gender-based violence, child and forced marriage and trafficking…
The Committee…urges States parties to ensure that adolescents are provided 
with systematic opportunities to play an active role in the development and 
design of protection systems and reconciliation and peacebuilding processes” 
(Committee on the Rights of the Children, General Comment 20).67
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sites, in agriculture, in markets, on the 
streets and in all kinds of services. Boys 
and girls were working long hours, 
often seven days per week. By April 
2017, Human Rights Watch reported 
estimates that more than half a million 
(536,000) children were out of school in 
Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey.70 Two years 
later, the UN Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) reported 
in February 2019 that 40% of Syria’s 
schools had been damaged or destroyed 
and that 180,000 teachers had stopped 
teaching in Syria,71 displacing a vast 
proportion of the children left in Syria 
into activities out of school.

There were few positive consequences to the 
21st century’s worst humanitarian disaster. 
However, one result was that international 
organisations devoted more attention to 
developing standards for their own efforts to 
protect children, including from child labour. 
The Minimum Standards for Child Protection 
in Humanitarian Action (CPMS), developed in 
2013 by the Child Protection Working Group, 
composed of international organisations 
engaged in humanitarian action (including 
TDH), set out six basic principles and 26 
minimum standards, one of which focuses 
on child labour (Standard 12). This gives 
clear priority to stopping worst forms of child 
labour: “Girls and boys are protected from 
the worst forms of child labour, in particular 
those related to or made worse by the 
emergency”.72 It emphasises the importance 
of mainstreaming action to guarantee this 
standard into routine child protection work.

As the conflict in Syria became protracted, 
the ILO and Plan International convened 
other international organisations, including 
TDH, to focus on what could be done to 
prevent child labour from occurring in 
humanitarian crises, as well as what should 
be done to protect children who were 
found working in ways considered abusive 
or inappropriate. They drafted an Inter-
Agency Toolkit: Supporting the Protection 
Needs of Child Labourers in Emergencies 
(2016). This was tested in 2017, with a 
view to eventually issuing a definitive set 

of guidelines. In the meantime, NGOs such 
as TDH engaged in numerous initiatives to 
protect refugee children and their families, 
including by preventing child labour. 

7.1.1 Terre des Hommes’ support 
for Syrian working children in 
Jordan

By 2016, an ILO survey found that since 
2007 the number of child labourers in 
Jordan had doubled to more than 69,000 
(two thirds in hazardous 
work).73 Approximately 
95% of Jordanian 
children were attending 
school, while the 
comparative figure for 
Syrian children in Jordan 
was only 72%. In the 
same year, UNICEF 
reckoned that 40% of 
the Syrian boys in Jordan 
aged 15 or younger 
were in child labour.74 Most were working 
long days in agriculture, restaurants, shops 
or factories. 

Methods used by Terre des Hommes: In 
2017-18, TDH implemented a “Dedicated 
services for children affected by child 
labour” project in Jordan, together with the 
Jordanian Hashemite Fund for Development 
(JOHUD). The project was funded by the 
UN’s OCHA, in theory for 14 months, 
though the implementation phase was 
limited to ten months, a relatively short 
time. The project aimed to reduce child 
labour by providing specific services to 
vulnerable Syrian and Jordanian children 
and young people in two governorates: 

•	 child protection case management75 
and referral to specialised services 
for children identified in worst forms 
of child labour; 

•	 emergency cash assistance to 
the families of children identified 
in hazardous situations (at work 
or otherwise);  

...since 2007 the 
number of child 
labourers in Jordan 
had doubled to more 
than 69,000 (two 
thirds in hazardous 
work).
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•	 psychosocial activities and life skills 
development for working children;

•	 supporting children and youth in 
designing child protection messages for 
other young people and disseminating 
these messages;

•	 increasing the awareness among adults 
in group discussions and via community-
wide campaigns about the risks related 
to child labour and the potential negative 
impacts for children.

Results:  The project brought direct benefits 
to 461 child labourers, of whom 91 had 
been in hazardous work. It also benefited 
52 other children. The case management 
system identified children at highest risk (a 
total of 209 children were found in high risk 
situations, 277 children at moderate risk 
and 26 children at low risk). In addition, 283 
cases were referred to other organisations, 
out of which responses were organised for 
63 children (concerning shelter, basic needs, 
protection related to winter weather, legal 
services or mental health services).  

Lessons learned and replicability:  
By the end of the project, the pattern of 
child labour had not gone away. However, 
the children who had benefited reported 
being able to return to school and to work 
for less hours as a result of the support 
they received. This was considered a good 

outcome for a project 
which had only been 
implemented for ten 
months. The case 
management method 
and support for specific 
families were relatively 
resource-intensive 
methods. However, it 
was clear that families 
resorted to sending a 
child to work as a result 
of destitution—and 

the resources being made available by 
international donors and the Government of 
Jordan were insufficient to provide adequate 
social protection for all refugee families. 

7.1.2 Syrian children in Turkey 
and Greece

Syrian refugee children who managed 
to reach Europe did not necessarily fare 
better than those in Jordan. At the end of 
the 2017-2018 school year, Human Rights 
Watch found that fewer than 15% of more 
than 3,000 school-age asylum-seeking 
children on Greek islands near Turkey were 
enrolled in state-run schools, and that in 
government-run camps on the islands, a 
total of only about 100 children, all very 
young, had access to formal education.76  
By 2017 the François-Xavier Bagnoud 
Center for Health and Human Rights 
(Harvard University) reported that there 
was an “emergency within an emergency” 
in Greece, with children from Syria and 
elsewhere being subjected to sexual and 
physical abuse in camps for migrants, and 
commercial sexual exploitation of migrant 
children in the main cities of Greece.77

...the children who 
had benefited 
reported being able 
to return to school 
and to work for less 
hours as a result 
of the support they 
received.
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In February 2018, Turkey issued a 
Declaration on Combatting Child Labour 
and designated 2018 as a special “Year 
Against Child Labour”. Not only government 
ministries, but employers’ associations 
and trades unions pledged to take action 
to implement the Declaration, alongside 
Turkey’s ongoing National Programme 
on the Elimination of Child Labour (2017-
2023).78 Noting that Turkey hosted the 
largest registered refugee population in 
the world in 2018 (including more than 1.7 
million children), UNICEF reported at the 
end of 2018 that more than 645,000 Syrian 
and other refugee children were enrolled 
in Turkish public schools and temporary 
education centres across the country – a 
5% increase over the previous school 
year, so a relatively good result. A further 
400,000 were still reckoned to be out of 
school.79 Studies to learn the lessons from 
this experience are still underway. 

7.2 Recovering from conflict in 
Colombia

The problem being addressed: In contrast to 
the conflict in Syria, the conflict in Colombia 
lasted many decades and generated 
evidence on methods to prevent children 
being exploited by armed groups, and 
ways of reintegrating those recruited in the 
past into normal life. In the present, post-
conflict phase, the challenge is to prevent 
those who were recruited in the past from 
returning to a life of violence, either as 
armed criminals or in other ways. 

Methods used by Terre des Hommes: 
In Colombia, as elsewhere, experience 
has shown that locally-based NGOs are 
best placed to influence armed groups 
(to persuade them not to recruit or abuse 
children). TDH supported a local NGO, 
Benposta80, to set up a ‘Special Protection 
Network: Guarantees and Opportunities 
for boys, girls and young persons at risk 
of recruitment or threatened by armed 
groups in Colombia’. However, when 
a specific child was reported to be at 
particularly high risk of recruitment or 
abuse, Benposta supplemented its general 
efforts to influence local armed groups with 
‘Temporary Child Protection Measures’ that 
involve moving a child away from the area 
where he or she is at risk to a community 
education centre in a different area (with 
a parent usually accompanying the child 
for the first few days). This requires a set 
of volunteers to already be organised and 
active at local level to monitor the situation 
of children in their area and to identify 
cases of high risk. 

Results:  In 2018, 70 children benefited 
from these measures and were moved to 
Benposta’s centre in the capital, Bogota, 
demonstrating that the need for both the 
Protection Network and the Temporary 
Protection procedure persists, even though 
the conflict has officially come to an end.  

UNICEF reported at the end of 2018 
that more than 645,000 Syrian and 
other refugee children were enrolled in 
Turkish public schools and temporary 
education centres across the country 
– a 5% increase over the previous 
school year

©Peter Käser/Terre des Hommes
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8 Empowering child workers: 
making working children’s 
views heard

The problem being addressed: Over the 
past few decades, working children have 
often been asked about the work they 
do, what work they like, what they find 
oppressive or harmful and how national 
policies on child labour (and related issues) 
affect them. Often, but not often enough, 
for it is apparent that at national level the 
authorities (and others) in many countries 
do not listen to their suggestions or take 
them seriously. The same seems to be the 
case at international level. 

8.1 Campaigning to convince 
officials (and others) to listen 
to child workers

Methods used by Terre des Hommes and 
others:  Two NGOs with a long history of 
supporting working children, Kindernothilfe 
and TDH, organised a global campaign 
and research in 2016/2017 called “It’s Time 
to Talk! – Children’s Views on Children’s 
Work”. The aim was to encourage policy-
makers around the world to listen to 
the views of working boys and girls and 
to take their comments into account in 
the course of local, national and global 
discussions about policy on child labour. 
They were soon supported by others. 
Between April 2016 and May 2017 some 
1,800 working children from 36 countries 
were consulted on their views about their 
work. Key findings were published at the 
Fourth Global Conference on the Sustained 
Eradication of Child Labour, hosted by the 
ILO and the Government of Argentina in 
2017.82 Unfortunately, it was not possible 

for a delegation composed of young people 
who had been consulted to present the 
findings at the conference–access was 
denied, allegedly for security and logistical 
reasons. Instead, three representatives of 
the project’s steering committee83 presented 
the key findings at a press conference and a 
side event during the conference. However, 
prior to the conference in Argentina, the 
Time to Talk team was able to arrange 
for working children who had been 
consulted to talk to some of the delegates 
in ten countries84 who were scheduled to 
attend the conference. The young people 
summarised their key messages in the hope 
that the delegates would mention these at 
the conference in Argentina. Nevertheless, 
campaign organisers left the conference 
wondering if the representatives of 
governments, employers’ 
organisations and trade 
unions had really taken 
note of these messages.

The working children 
involved in the 
consultations came from 
different continents 
and countries and from 
diverse backgrounds 
(slightly less than a third 
each came from Africa, 
Asia and Latin America, 
with smaller proportions 
from Europe and the Middle East). Almost 
a quarter did not attend school, whereas 
three-quarters were still studying (in some 
cases attending non-formal education 
rather than formal schools). Almost a 
quarter worked full-time, whereas the 

Relevant international standard: The Committee on the Rights of the Child 
(established by the CRC) has recommended that “Children should also be heard when 
policies are developed to eliminate the root causes of child labour, in particular regarding 
education” (General Comment 12).81

...it was not possible 
for a delegation 
composed of young 
people who had been 
consulted to present 
the findings at the 
conference–access 
was denied, allegedly 
for security and 
logistical reasons. 
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majority (59 per cent) worked before or 
after going to school. Not surprisingly, with 
such diversity, the children expressed a 
wide range of views. However, there were 
some common patterns about what they 
liked and disliked.   

During the consultations, working children 
were asked about the messages they 
would like to share with people who could 
help improve their lives. One of the 12 
recommendations they agreed was that 
laws, policies and programmes to protect 
children from hazardous, harmful or forced 
work needed strengthening, while at the 

same time safe and dignified work needed 
to be supported (taking into account the 
views of working children and their best 
interests). Their views on what policies 
and laws would support them best varied 
(reflecting the reality that the situation of 
working children varies, so there is no ‘one 
size fits all’ solution). However, there was 
common agreement on the need to improve 
policies and practice so they would:

•	 “reduce family poverty to ensure that 
their parents and caregivers have 
access to decent work, good livelihoods, 
services, and assistance;

•	 ensure free, quality, safe and inclusive 
education for every child and non-
discriminatory access to other basic 
services (including birth registration);

•	 protect children from hazardous 
and harmful work and monitor 
implementation of laws;

•	 improve working conditions and support 
vocational training;

•	 listen to working children and involve 
them in practice and policy decisions 
affecting them;

•	 prevent and protect children from 
violence”.86

Table 1 The views of working children about their work, as reported to “It’s Time to Talk”85 

Work or working conditions that  help 
children to fulfil their aspirations

Work or working conditions that  hinder 
children from fulfilling their aspirations

Work that allows them to continue their 
studies: when their work helps to pay 
school costs and when light workloads 
do not hamper studies

Work that hampers their education: when 
there is not enough time to study, when 
they are too tired to study, when they 
attend school irregularly or drop out

Learning skills from work including 
household, agricultural, trade or 
business skills that will help them in 
current and future occupations

Manual work without skill development or 
work that they have not chosen or opted 
to do 

Earning money that helps them meet 
their current and future needs

Violence and hardships experienced while 
working which are harmful to their current 
and future well-being

©Kindernothilfe
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Results:  It is not clear whether the 
recommendations made at the side 
event or in the report had any influence 
on the conference conclusions that were 
relayed back to the governments and 
organisations supporting Alliance 8.7, the 

international grouping 
given the task of 
working methodically 
to achieve Target 8.7 
in the Sustainable 
Development Goals. 
The Buenos Aires 
Declaration on Child 
Labour, Forced Labour 
and Youth Employment, 
issued at the end of the 
conference, included 
some provisions that 

were more positive about the rights 
of children to influence policy than 
previous conferences convened by the 
ILO. It confirmed that “Public policies and 
programmes addressing child labour and 
forced labour should…respect, promote 
and protect human rights, in particular 
fundamental principles and rights at work 
and the rights of the child” and “serve the 
best interests of the child”. It also said that 
policies and programmes should “assure 
that children, who are capable of forming 
their own views, and adults directly 

concerned, have the right to express their 
own views freely in all matters affecting 
them, with the views of the child being 
given due weight in accordance with 
the age and maturity of the child”. In 
effect, this confirmed a recommendation 
previously made by the Committee on 
the Rights of the Child—that the views 
of children should be listened to when 
policies are developed to eliminate the root 
causes of child labour. 

However, this means that only one part of 
what needs doing has been achieved. In this 
case, it should not be necessary to replicate 
(yet again) the exercise of consulting children 
and finding out what changes they would 
like to see. Children have been able to 
exercise their right to express their views, 
but without, apparently, these views being 
listened to or acted upon. It is now time to 
ensure that policy-makers in government 
and international organisations pay more 
attention to the views of working children 
and modify policies on child labour and 
related issues in the light of the children’s 
comments. Following the November 2017 
conference, a new phase of the Time to talk 
project started, during which opportunities 
are once again being created for working 
children to share their recommendations 
with policy-makers. 

...the views of 
children should 
be listened to 
when policies 
are developed to 
eliminate the root 
causes of child 
labour. 
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8.2 Giving a role and voice  
to child domestic workers  
in West Africa

Since the beginning of the 21st century, 
Terre des Hommes has been active in 
countries in West Africa in improving the 
protection available for children who leave 
home and seek work in other parts of the 
region. They find all sorts of jobs, some 
extremely exploitative and some relatively 
benign. The numbers involved (millions87) 
means that trying to stop children from 
starting work before they reach the 
minimum age specified by the law is 
entirely unrealistic, so other yardsticks are 
needed to help adopt suitable priorities. 

A large proportion of girls leave home to 
work as domestic workers, living (in most 
cases) and working in someone else’s 
home. Finding out about their experiences 
and what kinds of protection they find 
most effective has been vital to facilitating 
effective programming. 

The pattern of abuse and the challenge in 
responding to it:  From 2004 onwards, in 
Burkina Faso, TDH focused in particular on 
girls from Sourou province in the west of the 
country, who were migrating in relatively 

large numbers to 
find work as live-
in domestics in the 
capital, Ouagadougou, 
in Bobo-Dioulasso 
(the country’s second 
largest city) and also 
in Mopti, across the 
border in Mali. TDH 
developed a variety 
of methods, some 
in Sourou (to create 
incentives for girls to 
stay at home until they 
were older), but most 
in the cities where girls 

found work. TDH explored how the girls 
themselves, their families and members of 
their community (the Samo ethnic group) 
were all engaged in various methods 
to protect the children from excessive 

exploitation, notably to find out if these 
locally-developed protective practices could 
be made more effective. However, it was 
clear that some children left home to start 
work when they were very young (before 
reaching 10) and that some experienced 
a high level of abuse, despite the various 
forms of protection supposedly available. 
TDH was determined to assess the effects 
of various interventions and to find out 
what the child domestic workers’ point of 
view was on their predicament, and which 
interventions they found most helpful. 

Methods used by Terre des Hommes 
to give child workers a voice:  88 TDH 
developed an assessment tool known as 
the ‘decency scale’. Its purpose was to 
assess, objectively, in a way that could 
be measured, the situation of each girl 
domestic worker in the TDH programme, 
and to monitor how the girl’s situation 
developed (approximately 1,000 girls were 
involved). At the level of the beneficiaries as 
a group, the tool was intended to measure 
general changes in the target group and 
the short-, medium- and long-term impact 
of TDH’s interventions concerning girls 
working away from home. The tool was 
based on previous work with such girls 
to find out their perceptions of what were 
acceptable or unacceptable situations. This 
meant assessing:

•	 their well-being while living with their 
employer (health care, food, personal 
hygiene and clothing; factors relating to 
their socialisation, such as the degree of 
attention and affection given to the child; 
their safety in their relationships with 
other people);

•	 their working conditions (level and 
regularity of pay; their load of work, their 
hours and the nature of their work; and 
their personal security);

•	 the protection of their rights (knowledge 
of the rights and duties of child workers; 
existence of the key elements of a 
‘protective environment’89).

...it was clear that 
some children left 
home to start work 
when they were 
very young (before 
reaching 10) and that 
some experienced a 
high level of abuse, 
despite the various 
forms of protection 
supposedly available. 
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Listening to the 
views of child 
domestic workers 
and measuring 
the degree of 
abuse they were 
experiencing were 
just part of TDH’s 
strategy to assist 
and protect such 
children.91

The views and perceptions of girl domestic 
workers were therefore at the heart of 
the assessment tool (which also took the 
country’s laws and employers’ perceptions 
into account). A questionnaire was used 
to listen to individual child workers and to 
collect data from them.90 The questions 
involved had to be asked objectively by 
independent researchers (i.e. not project 
staff who would not be perceived as 
neutral). On this basis, it was possible to 
identify where a particular child domestic 
worker stood on the ‘decency scale’: 

•	 A critical situation (scores of 0 to 4);  
this required an urgent response;

•	 a serious situation (from 5 to 8);

•	 average-acceptable (9 to 12); 

•	 good (13 to 16);

•	 or very good/excellent situation  
(17 to 20).

Results:  Listening to the views of child 
domestic workers and measuring the degree 
of abuse they were experiencing were 
just part of TDH’s strategy to assist and 
protect such children.91 The development 
of the ‘decency scale’ in Burkina Faso 

allowed TDH to refine 
its understanding of the 
situations experienced by 
young domestic workers, 
their expectations, 
interests, priorities 
and specific protection 
needs. Repeating the 
questionnaire periodically 
(every six months) made 
it possible to take note of 
the problems raised by 
the girls and to provide 
individualised responses to 
their specific situation. The 
identification of ‘critical’ 

and ‘serious’ situations made it possible 
for TDH to establish when to use a case 
management approach (for children who 
had experienced abuse or neglect). 

Lessons learned and replicability:  
TDH has not yet replicated the ‘decency 
scale’ in other situations. However, 
other organisations concerned about 
child domestic workers have sought to 
distinguish between live-in domestic 
workers in relatively acceptable situations 
(for whom a series of routine services 
might be provided) and those subjected 
to significantly more harm (who merit a 
direct intervention to protect them from 
further harm, either by a state-run agency 
or, if none is in a position to respond, an 
NGO).92 Evidently there are other situations 
in which children nominally employed 
to do the same kind of work have quite 
different experiences that justify tailoring 
interventions to suit their needs, with some 
subjected to a ‘worst form’ and others 
feeling the work they do is acceptable. 

©Kindernothilfe
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9 What works for working 
children? Interventions that 
Terre des Hommes considers 
effective and appropriate to 
replicate

9.1 Ten methods that work  
for working children

The examples described in this report 
have allowed Terre des Hommes to draw 
conclusions about what interventions are 
most effective and relevant for addressing 
child labour. In effect, these are what 
TDH considers to constitute ‘good 
practice’ with respect to anti-child labour 
initiatives. These methods involve: 

1.	Evidence-based programmes and 
advocacy, requiring research early 
on to obtain accurate information 
on a pattern of child labour and to 
find out what changes are sought 
by children or young workers, as 
well as others in their communities 
(followed up by further research to 
monitor whether interventions have 
the desired effect);

2.	Making education compulsory 
for children up to a specified age, 
when the country’s infrastructure is 
sufficiently developed to allow this to 
become a reality. It is clear that making 
school attendance compulsory is only 
effective once significant efforts have 
been made to convince public opinion 
of the benefits of universal primary 
education. The minimum age at which 
children can leave school should be 
consistent with the minimum age at 
which children are entitled to start 
full-time work, and adequate resources 
must be provided (to schools and to 
poor families with school-age children) 
for this to become a reality;

3.	Supporting working children themselves 
in their efforts to persuade local and 
national authorities to implement the 
policies that children recommend – 
participative and child-led advocacy at 
both national and international levels;

4.	 Providing accurate information to children, 
families and communities about workplace 
abuse and violations of children’s rights, to 
discourage recruitment into harmful jobs 
and before children reach a minimum age;

5.	Supporting the creation of alternative 
employment in areas where there is 
high recruitment of children into abusive 
jobs (that is to say, jobs that are not as 
bad and are not one of the worst forms) 
and providing vocational training and 
livelihood opportunities to young workers 
who leave abusive jobs;

6.	Providing advice and other services to 
young people while they continue to work 
(tailoring the advice to the children’s 
needs), including life-skills education 
and advice on workplace rights, bearing 
in mind the research finding that many 
adolescents prefer to combine work with 
education, rather than to abandon work 
and the income it generates;93

7.	Using child protection methods and case 
management for children who have been 
subjected to harm as a result of a worst 
form of child labour or are at high risk of 
harm. This means enabling local-level 
organisations to provide support and 
services to child workers (such as care 
for former child workers who suffer from 
ill-health or other harms caused at work);
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8.	Using legal procedures to challenge 
exploitation or bad employment practice;

9.	Calling for (and helping organise) ‘supply 
chain’ pressure by businesses that buy 
products from workplaces where child 
labour occurs, particularly one of the 
worst forms; 

10.	Making use of the numerous different 
local and national level specialists and 
interest groups that share an interest 
in protecting children to ensure that 
each makes a suitable contribution; and 
providing coordination of the various 
separate initiatives which are needed to 
lead to a sustainable reduction in child 
labour. This may result in the formation 
of multi-disciplinary teams or multi-
stakeholder alliances, while in other 
circumstances coordination may be 
more effective if it remains informal. 

9.2 Do these interventions 
constitute ‘good practice’ and 
are they sustainable?

Initially, Terre des Hommes considered 
referring to these methods as ‘good 
practice’ or ‘best practice’, but the ambiguity 
surrounding these terms led Terre des 
Hommes to conclude that it was better to 
refer to methods which ‘work for children’, 
thereby putting the emphasis on the 
importance of listening to the point of view 
of working children about the effects of 
the methods that organisations composed 
largely of adults put into effect. 

Measuring ‘sustainability’ is difficult, 
although observing the opposite is easier 

(that is to say, when a project enables a 
child to be withdrawn from working, but it is 
evident that the same child soon returns to 
work, or, for every child who is withdrawn, 
a new child is recruited). Commenting on 
the lack of sustainability of some measures 
to reduce child labour, a group of academic 
authors commented that it is a failure of 
many interventions on child labour that 
they assume children will be better off not 
working, but fail to test this assumption in 
the particular situations in which children 
have to live their lives: “Many children 
are given schooling or other training, but 
few organisations have information on 
long-term outcomes for the children”.94 
This confirms the need for the impact of 
interventions to be assessed over a period 
of five to 10 years, which goes beyond an 
evaluation at the end of a project). 

9.3 The cross-cutting issues 
of research and a multi-
stakeholder approach

Research:  The importance of research is 
not mentioned in every example cited in this 
report: however, its importance is implicit. 
Most of the methods described started with 
detailed research to allow programmers 
to select methods that would address the 
specifics of the patterns of child labour 
occurring and which seemed likely to be 
compatible with local cultural, social and 
economic practices; in effect the lesson that 
has been learned from experience is that 
there is no single ‘magic bullet’ to solve all 
patterns of child labour. Research identifies 
the various actors who are involved and 
who can be deployed to end a pattern of 
child labour or need to be influenced to do 
so. Research is also required to monitor and 
assess the effects of all initiatives to reduce 
or end child labour, in particular because child 
labour generates (some) income, so removing 
this income potentially has a harmful effect 
on the children and families concerned. 
Unplanned side-effects need to be identified 
rapidly, so that appropriate action is taken to 
minimise any harmful impact.

...it is a failure of many interventions 
on child labour that they assume 
children will be better off not working, 
but fail to test this assumption in the 
particular situations in which children 
have to live their lives...
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Multi-stakeholder approach and 
coordination: Identifying the different 
actors who have potential to play a positive 
role is easier than persuading them to 
agree to work in a coordinated manner. 
It is not only a matter of dealing with the 
economic interest groups which profit 
from child labour, it also requires resolving 
other forms of competition (for example, 
between separate government ministries 
and agencies or different NGOs operating 
in the same locality). Chapter 5 mentioned 
TDH’s role in coordinating local NGOs and 
also coordinating with the Responsible 
Mica Initiative (RMI). Chapter 4 referred 

to the role of a telephone hotline in India, 
Childline India95, which has succeeded 
in coordinating relevant child protection 
actors in Gwalior as well as other areas of 
India where the hotline is available. Initially, 
the police and government officials were 
reluctant to cooperate directly with NGOs 
identifying children in need of protection, but 
over a number of years in numerous parts 
of India they are reported to have found 
the cooperation and coordination helpful, 
for the hotline acted as the hub of a referral 
network for children in need of protection.96 
No-one had to concede that one actor was 
more important than another.

©ElisaStreicher/Terre des Hommes
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10 A call for action: 
four recommendations

Building on these lessons leads Terre des 
Hommes to call for action to focus on the 70+ 
million girls and boys who are in one of the 
worst forms of child labour TODAY. These 
children are deprived of their most basic 

rights. They deserve 
change now! Terre des 
Hommes is making four 
broad recommendations 
to ensure that future 
action on child labour 
(and investments by 
government and private 
donors) genuinely has 

the results that are intended—stopping 
young lives being blighted by child labour. 
The message for all the key actors engaged 
in combating child labour – governments, 
businesses and civil society organisations 
–Put action to eradicate the worst forms of 
child labour at the top of your agenda now!

 Recommendation 1. 

Give efforts to end the worst 
forms of child labour and to 
withdraw child labourers from 
the worst forms the highest 
priority, in a coherent way that 
meets their aspirations.

When the Sustainable Development Goals 
were adopted in 2015, the wording of 
Target 8.797 implied that all worst forms 
of child labour could be eradicated almost 
instantaneously, so that further action 
to achieve the target could extend to all 
forms of child labour and eradicate these 
by 2025 (whereas other SDG targets and 
goals are expected to be achieved by 
2030). This target was over-ambitious 
and consequently failed to deliver a clear 
message on priorities, notably to the 
governments of countries where hundreds 
of thousands of children are still involved 
in worst forms. 

As 2019 is the 30th anniversary of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child and the 
20th anniversary of the ILO’s Convention on 
the Worst Forms of Child Labour (and there 
are still estimated to be more than 70 million 
children in ‘worst forms’), it is clearly time for 
governments and international organisations 
to make a special effort to protect these 70 
million and stop the ongoing exploitation of 
children in any of the ‘worst forms’.

•	 Alliance 8.7 should prioritise the 
eradication of worst forms of child labour 
using financial, legal and political means;

•	 Alliance 8.7 Action Groups98 should identify 
context-specific and individual solutions for 
their specific areas of intervention;

•	 Governments, business organisations 
and civil society organisations should 
join Alliance 8.7 as active members, 
including by providing financial and 
human resources. Governments should 
volunteer to become ‘pathfinder 
countries’99 and implement methods 
identified as good practices;

•	 Governments and donors should 
support multilateral initiatives, especially 
those supporting education (such 
as ‘Education Cannot Wait’ and the 
Global Partnership for Education) and 
protecting children in humanitarian 
emergencies and conflict situations.

 Recommendation 2. 

Support the participation of child 
workers in efforts to end child 
labour, putting their involvement as 
actors and advocates at the heart 
of all interventions. Participation 
is needed at all levels and needs to 
be practised systematically at local, 
national and international level. 

Put action to 
eradicate the worst 
forms of child labour 
at the top of your 
agenda now!
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Terre des Hommes emphasises that it is 
now time to ensure that policy-makers in 
government and government agencies, 
international organisations, NGOs, trade 
unions and businesses concerned about 
child labour all make it a priority to take 
the views of working children and their 

organisations into 
account (and to reflect 
their recommendations 
in policy and practice). 
This means consulting 
working children 
themselves about 
what causes them 
most harm (rather than 
relying on a check-list 
drafted by others) and 
what interventions 
they think are most 
helpful, including in 
which forms of child 
work they think it is 
acceptable for children 
to continue working 
because of the benefits 

they themselves perceive. It also means 
ensuring that the best interests of the 
child are a primary consideration in all the 
actions taken to reduce or eradicate child 
labour, so that children do not become 
victims of collateral damage. 

•	 There are a multitude of tools and 
established methods concerning the 
participation of children at community, 
national and international level for 
research, programming and advocacy 
(e.g. children involved in advisory 
groups, regular consultations and public 
hearings). All stakeholders should make 
effective use of these and contribute to 
further research and development of 
such methods. 

•	 Alliance 8.7 should help identify and 
implement opportunities for children´s 
participation at local, national and global 
level, starting with its action groups and 
pathfinder countries.

•	 Governments, employers’ organisations 
and workers’ organisations should 
involve working children in the process 
of updating the lists of worst forms 
of child labour in individual countries 
(which they have a responsibility 
to draw up under the terms of the 
International Labour Organization’s 
Convention 182).

 Recommendation 3. 

There is no single “magic bullet” to 
solve all patterns of child labour – a 
holistic view and multi-dimensional 
approaches are needed. This means 
looking at a pattern of child labour 
and carefully identifying what works 
for working children – girls and boys 
- in a given and specific context. The 
key question to ask is: What makes 
the lives of children better and ends 
exploitation in a sustainable way? 

When taking any measures to address child 
labour, distinguish between child work and 
child labour, as making this distinction is 
vital to getting priorities 
right and stopping 
harmful child labour, 
particularly the worst 
forms, that continues to 
affect tens of millions 
of children’s lives. At 
the same time, allow 
children in acceptable 
working situations to 
go on working, prevent 
them from getting into worst forms and 
support them in contributing to their own 
and their families’ development. In many 
countries it has proved more effective than 
insisting on a blanket ban on any children 
below a set age from working. 

The interventions that working children 
consider useful have already been identified 
– so make use of them. For example:

Terre des Hommes 
emphasises that it is 
now time to ensure 
that policy-makers 
in government and 
government agencies, 
international 
organisations, NGOs, 
trade unions and 
businesses concerned 
about child labour 
all make it a priority 
to take the views of 
working children...

The interventions 
that working children 
consider useful 
have already been 
identified – so make 
use of them. 
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•	 support measures to withdraw children 
from labour and worst forms through 
vocational training and job placement 
into decent work or through integration 
into schools;

•	 support flexible schooling systems to 
enable children to combine light work 
with school education;

•	 	make sure families can make a living 
without sending their children into child 
labour, for example by strengthening 
labour rights and supporting living 
wages and social protection systems. 

 Recommendation 4. 

Cooperate with all stakeholders 
willing to contribute to ending the 
worst forms of child labour now. 
To end patterns of exploitation, the 
importance of strong cooperation, 

coordination and 
joint activities 
cannot be 
underestimated.

The exploitation of children has many root 
causes –activities in many sectors and parts 
of the society can be game changers. Many 
people can use their resources and power 
to change the lives of children for the better: 
governments and government agencies, 
including police and law enforcement 
institutions, and departments dealing 
with labour issues, families, education and 
business; parents and the family; religious 
leaders; consumers; artists; business 
owners and employers; managers; trade 
unionists; business organisations; civil 
society; teachers and school directors; 
doctors; lawyers; and, of course, children 
themselves, be they in work or labour, be 
they peers, classmates, siblings or friends.

•	 The values and interests of stakeholders 
might be different and competition 
between people and organisations 
persists – but let us nevertheless unite 
behind the common goal of ending the 
worst forms of child labour and pursue 
the implementation of meaningful 
interventions now.

•	 A multitude of political commitments and 
declarations exist - let us unite our forces 
to deliver the results we want!

...activities in many 
sectors and parts of 
the society can be 
game changers. 
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