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HILD Rights Week is
mnnmg in Bangladesh

subgected 10 the spectacle of
ted to the specta
abused and exploited children

ng. ostensibly. for their
rights. But what are they really
march for? Or perhaps |
should ask who are they really
marching for?

Most of the children who
march on the streets during
child rights week carry the
banners of various NGOs which,
we are led to believe. have pro-
moted the children in this dis-

lay of their demands. The
rs nt a ritualistic

call for mnbumncc of
something called “children’'s
rights” (and haps also for
rights). Amongst other

ts listed for children in the
Convention (on the Rights

of the Child) are the rights of be
consulted in matters which
concern them, the right to ex-
press their views, the right to

g:nrtunlty for recreation and
right to educational oppor-
tunities. It seems a shame but
for many of the children who
will be marching. the experi-
ence will not represent a good
example of these rights. Rather,
the marchers IE:.hu.:rn.-m:lw.ru:s,. nﬁa}r
represent a phenomenon that
comes close to being an abuse of
the very rights which are ap-
parently being demanded.
Firstly, who are these
marc children? Where did
they come from? It is clear that

by Simon Mollison

It would be nice to think that our current practices in the name of children’s rights will
have been replaced with something which more closely reflects the dreams

of children themselves.

they will not have been elected
by the children of Bangladesh
as their representatives and,
fair eno — how could they
be? But also not many of them
will be children who have spon-
taneously joined the event so as
to march under a banner pro-
claiming something that they
feel strongly about. Of course,
few children in Bangladesh
might enjoy the freedom to par-
ticipate in something so spon-
taneously — but it does all seem
rather similar to the orches-
trated children's marches
which occur during hartals.

S0 these marching children
have been sent and are organ-
ised by NGOs. They are the ben-
eficiaries of NGOs. Some will
have been selected by NGO
workers and sent (or lent) for
the day. Others might have been
selected by a more democratic
process organised by the NGOs
they "belong to". But, the deci-
sion to march will often  not
have been a decision of the
children (although) most of
them will probably be there

willingly enough) and it is
fairly unlikely that many of the
children will have known much
about what they will be march-
ing for prior to their arrival for
the actual event.

What about the slogans that
the children will march under
and, ]]:;crhaps. chant? Where
have they come from? Actually,
they will mostly (there will be

* exceptions) have come from the

NGOs (and less directly from UN
and other documents) to which
the children belong. They were
probably chosen before the
children were selected. Some of
them will be in English and
most will probably be rather
abstract and uncertain. Just as
the decision to march will not
represent the children's choice
for demonstrating their de-
mands, so the slogans will not
necessarily represent the views
or demands of the marching
children. They are most un-
likely to match — except in very
general way — the actual priori-
ties of the children who are car-
rying them.

The children might (or

might not) have a %und time, of’

course. They may (or may not)
be well looked after and kindly
treated. But what is the purpose
of this sham? If it is to give a
few poor children a good day
out, surely the Zoo or Shishu
Park might have offered more
potential.

Could it have been different?
Yes it could. Even given the ap-
parent necessity of the NGO
starting point, children could
have been consulted about their
needs and even helped to formu-
late a set of practical demands.
Different groups might have
had different priorities and
demands but that is allright (in
fact it is reality). These could
have been announced and oth-
ers could have been invited to
join the marches.

But then we should also not
assume that the children would
necessarily see marching as the
best option for making their
demands. The children could
have been involved in decisions
about how the demands would

Children Demand their Rights? &zsis s i

'i-rulv&:l:ic in plalmth in land manag-
n way the whole cam
m::guld be rEtrn. i

Imagine if it had have been
that way (rather than the way it
is to be)! The children would
have had a wonderful opportu-
nity to explore their situations
and to consider the options for
doing something about them.
They would have learned a lot
about organising and managing
activities. And as for the activi-
ties which would have resulted
from such a process — | would be

repared to bet that they would
more meaningful to us. Gone
would be the vague, abstract
demands. Gone would have been
the impression [%llven the way
things are, I might almost say
“the fact") that children's rights
are some inexplicable and alien
demand. Instead we would have
something palpable: a demon-
stration in every sense of the
word and an example of how
poor children are capable of
much more than we give them
credit for.

It would be nice to think that
our cufrent practices in the
name of children’'s rights will
have been replaced with some-
thing which more closely re-
flects the dreams enshrined in
the UNCRC — by which [ mean
the dreams of children them-
selves _ by next year's Chil-

dren’s Rights Day. — SCF UK)

Not in a garments factory or a farmer's fleld —but not in a school either. Child worker — one of the

other kinds.

Photo: Suvash Kumer Barman

NSURING rights for the
children will surely be a
daunting responsibility
for adesh policy makers,
especi for the politicians,
because the children are not
“voters”. It goes without saying
that ple’s representatives

will care the least for a section
of who are not to —
and not — elect them to
power. But, we as a nation are
very proficient in giving three-

cheers to the international, and
for that matter, western
buzzwords as far as the social

pngmlscmccmed.
e Incessantly and in-

stantly give our consent and ac-
cept whatever they, at the in-
ternational level. prescribe for
us. And we promise to accom-
plish the same while attending,
say, a UN conference in a capi-

of an affluent state. But back
home, the signs of pledge are all
hot Tgr.

e point-to-ponder here is
to protect the ngﬁu of the chil-
dren. ence reveals we are
not — and haven't beenn — seri-
ous about while considering
that children have their rights

tpp. But meanwhile, what has
&nandesh done?, Definitely, it
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Taking the

Bit between the Teeth

by Ekram Kabir

has carried out something for
its children: We were among the
first countries to ratify the
"Convention on the I:i‘f ts of
the Child” (CRC) adopted by the
United Nations General Assem-
bly in 1989. And also, we have
become a signatory to the 1996
Rawalpindi Resolution on
Children of South Asia, setting
the year 2000 as the target-date
for eliminating 'child labour' in
unsafe environments.

The memorandum of under-
standing (MoU) signed by the
Bangladesh Garments Manu-
facturers and Employers Asso-
ciation (BGMEA), the Interna-
tional Labour Organisation
(ILO) and the UNICEF (the UN
Children’s Fund)'is apparently
a praiseworthy example in
providing the children a future
presumably a little better
than what they are enjoying
now. This, too, was not an
overnight performance — tak-
ing the children out of the fac-
tories and putting them into
schoel. This was a difficult and

carefully thought-out plan to
begin a process to phase out
child labour out of the garment
units, arranging designated
schools for them. replacing the
children with appropriate
members of the family and,
possibly, providing them with
allowance to compensate for
the lost income. But this en-
deavour is yet to yield result
worth mentioning.

A question bugs in this re-
spect: Why do we get concerned
only about the garment-factory
child workers? There are un-
countable under-18 who work
as house maids all over the
country, a swarm of teenage
rickshaw-pullers pedalling in
its cities and towns. And in the
rural areas. farmers cannot but
engage their boys (most of them
are under-10) in the fields, be-
cause if they send their wards to
school, there will be nobody to
help them plough, in a situation
of their financial inability for
hiring hands. Other unfailing
instances are not hard to find.
children are active in leather.
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chemical. bidi and a host of
other hazardous factories all
over the country — even in the
countryside.

Why do these tender-age
children go for work — instead
of going to school? One has to
look at the realities of
Bangladesh — an overpopulated
country where majority of the
children cannot eat properly
and are malnurished. This
brings us to the country's
poverty situation which over
the years has been increasing
even after scores of efforts by
both government and non-gov-
ernment agencies. The mani-
fold realities of Bangladesh
cannot be ignored for realising
the rights of the children.

Children of Bangladesh are
being clandestinely taken
through Indian territory to be-
come camel-race jockeys in the
United Arab Emirates (UAE)
A{Turdinﬁ to news reports from
New Delhi. Mumbai. Chennai
and Bangalore. scores of chil-
dren. reportedly from

' Bangladesh. have been appre-
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Kataban GGate open

By DU Correspondent

Jatiyatabadi Chhatra Dal
(JCD). the student of the
gpposition BNP, has urged the
authorities of the Dh Uni-
versity to keep the Kataban Gate

that separates the Katabon
from the campus.

The demand of the JCD came
from a rally held on the Dhaka
University campus yesterday
Noon. JCD also brought out a

1pfoc::ula::rﬂ on the campus be-
ore the rally.

The university authorities
closed the gate erecting a wall
after a leader of JCD was killed
in the dhu Hall of the
university on March 13 this
year for ‘security reasons.’

A p of students of Surya
Sen, Ziaur Rahman, Jasimud-
din and B bandhu halls led
by some leaders of the JCD de-
molished the wall located be-
hind the Surya Sen Hall on Fri-
day. The university authorities
had again closed the entrance
the same day.

Shahiduddin Chowdhury
Anney, the president of the
JCD, said that the university
authorities had closed the gate

gcnﬁ the inconveniernces of

He said that JCD would gu
for a greater movement with the
general students of the univer-

sity in case the university au-
thorities failed to reopen the
gate immediately. JCD, how-
ever, did not fix any deadline.

The JCD leaders in the rally
also demanded release of its
leaders and activists arrested
during the Awami League rule
across the country.

They also urged the govern-
ment to stop oppression on its
leaders.

Presided over by the JCD DU
unit convenor Nasir Uddin
Asim, the rally was addressed.
among others, by Monjur-E-
Elahi, ABM Mosarraf Hossain,
Monwar Hossain Rasu. Nurul

Haq Jitu.

YMCA AGM held

Annual General Meeting of
Dhaka YMCA for the year 1997
was held on Friday at its New
Eskaton premises Paul Mistry
presided, reports BSS

YMCA is a humanitarian or-
ganisation engaged in the edu
cation and vocational training
of the slum children Stephen
Baroi. Jonas Dhaki Stephen
Susil Halder and Ni{'gaias

Biswas were elected to the board

of directors of the YMCA at the
meeting

-

DUICSP concludes

Child mortality

rate down in
project areas

State Minister for Informa-
tion Prof Abu Sayeed yesterday
laid emphasis on turning the
country's huge population into
effective human resources for
Egmsrcrt}r alleviation, reports

"We have to keep our heads
high in the comity of nations by
turning our population into
human resources and removing
poverty and illiteracy from the
country,” he said while address-
ing a function marking the
completion of a ten-year long
project titled Dhaka Urban In-
tegrated Child Survival Project
[DUICSP)] in the city yesterday
World Vision of Bangladesh ran
the project at Mochammadpur
and Kamalapur areas of the
city

Prof Sayeed regretted that
more than BO per cent children
still suffer from malnutrition
in the country while child
mortality is 86 per thousand

The state minister. however.
noted with appreciation that
the rate of child mortality in
the project areas had come
down to 14 per thousand He
said the workers of the Frnjrrt
had succeeded in the field of
child health mother care and
population control

FOR COPING WITH THE SECOND
KIND OF EMERGENCY. JAMES —
RROKIST

BNP chairperson Khaleda Zia being presented with a bou-
quet at a prize-distribution ceremony organised by Zia

Sanskntik Sangshtha at the BCIC auditorium yesterday.
— Star photo

hended along with adults ac-
companying them to the UAE.
The children are said to be from
poor families in Bangladesh
which have been duped by
middlemen with promises of a
good life in the Gulf nation. So
the poverty element is respon-
sible here also.

What really is the purpose of
observing this *child rights
week” (September 29-October
6)? If it is to give a “few” poor
children "a nice day out™ on the
streets of Dhaka with colourful
outfit and chanting hymns of
rights, then it would be nothing
less than a ‘'shame’ on the part
of the NGOs, UN organisations
and finally for the government.

Well, no doubt, a few of these
children will learn consider-
ably about organising and
managing activities during the
"week . But the majority will
remain in the dark and possi-
bly be toiling to eke out a living
in this hostile world.

We. however, forget or kee
uiet over the fact that the chil-
ren are ought to be made aware

of their own rights modeled by
the elders who may be policy
makers, non-government or-
ganisation workers ete.. at the
-national level and e fsem
the global watchdogs. Because
among other rights gasetted for
children in the UNCRC are the
rights to be consulted in mat-
ters that concern them — the
riggt to assert their \;_icws the
right to opportunity for every-
thln'g that life holds for them.

It the children are not in-
volved in decisions about how
their demands would be pressed
as well as what their demands
would be. then setting targets
for them could be a futile exer-
cise.

There are some chosen uni-
versal rights for the children —
ithe right to be educated, the

t to life. survival and devel-
opment, and the right to health

and medical care. Fine, we give
them all the rights they deserve.
Then what? Are the authorities
concerned going to make the
leader available to them to be-
come civil servants, diplomats,
iticians. lawyers etc., in the
uture? Certainly not. Because
the mindset of the society is too
inhibitive and rigid to allow the
unﬁmﬂltged the privileges.

n a country like
Bangladesh. protecting rights of
the children lies elsewhere.
Since majority of the children
come from r families, it has
its roots linked with the people
who wilfully create a society of
"have-nots” and intentionally
keep them as "have-nots”. Until
they truly feel about the chil-
dren. other than their own,
there will be no "rights” at all
for the country's children. The
word — rights — will only re-

Little Hands, Heavy Tasks

main as a jargon.

Metropolitan

Prize distribution ceremony held

Health and Family Welfare
Minister Salahuddin Yusuf has
said the present government is
committed to ensure health
care services to common people
by the yvear 2000, reports [INB.

He was distributing prizes
among successiul personalities
in the field of medical science at
the National Press Club yester

day

State Minister for Health
and Family Welfare 'rof Dr M
Amanullah also addressed the
function organised by
Hll}sladtih Homeopath Medi
cal Graduates' Association.

It was addressed. among oth:
ers, by Prime Minister's liti-
cal viser Dr S A Malek, Mo-
fazzal Hossain Chowdhury

Maya, MP

Burden of Child Workers

HE scorching rays of the
midday sun beating
relentlessly down on their
backs, ten-year-old Nahar and
eleven-year-old Shamsu sit on
a mound of broken bricks,
chipping away with almost
mechanical automation. A haze
of red dust surrounds their
corner at the construction site.
The blisters on their little
hands have turned into calluses
I::tni ahgn. Harl?h ]ECﬂnﬂmlC
ty has mercilessly chi
at their childhood, pé)ftl
somehow a glimmer of hope
lives on. Their eyes seem to
cherish some far away dream, a
vague expectation of better
things to come.

And they have the right to
dream. They have the right to
much more.

With the Child Rights Week
being observed from 29
September to 6 October this
year, all out efforts will be made
to drive home the very fact that
children too have rights. The
week I8 not being seetr as merely
seven days of campaigning for
childrén’'s welfare, but the be-
ginning of an extensive publit
mobilisation for the realisa-
tion of children's rights.

During the Child Rights
Week this year. the government
is highlighting certain particu-
larly pertinent issues. One of
the key themes of the week is
the elimination of child labour

from hazardous and exploita-

tive industries.

Child labour, in any form at
all, is not desirable. At the same
time, however. economic reali-
ties cannot be denied either. A
teddy bear in a child's hand
cannot put a meal on his or her
il:ilat“' but a hammer might.

hat does not mean one can
turn one's back on a child. A
child has the right to education,
lo protection, to leisure and
recreation. A working child
does not often get any of these.

With such circumstances ex-
isting in the country, sincere ef-
forts must be made by all par-
ties concerned to ensure the im-
plementation of children's
rights. It is not an easy task to
deal with the issue of child
labour where the survival of so
many are concerned, but en-
deavours in the past have
proven that ways can be worke«l

out. If everyone puts their heacl
together, the best interests o

children can be upheld.
Hazardous labour includes
industries where children are
exposed to various forms of poi-
sonous gases, toxic chemicals,
electrical risks, excessive heart
or light and unhygienic work-
ing conditions. The cornmercial

member of I'T]
executive body

Bangladesh was elected for
the fourth time to the 14-mem-
ber worldwide executive com-
mittee of the International
Theatre Institute (IT1) at the
27th World Congress of the In-
stitute, held from Sept 14 to 20
in Seoul, South Korea, says a
press release.

The five-member
Bangladesh delegation. com:
prising Ramendu Majumdar,
Ataur Rahman, Nasiruddin
Yousuf, Mofidul Hoque and De-
baprasad Debnath, attended
different sessions of the general

assembly and seven other per-.

manent committees of ITL

The ITI Congress accepted
Bangladesh's proposal to hold
an international '‘'monopoly
festival and seminar’ in Dhaka
in February, 1999.

Passport office
shifted to Agargaon

The regional passport office
of Dhaka was shifted yesterday
to its newly built own bullding
at Agargaon in the city, reports

BSS.
It requested all concerned (o

contact the new address for all
passport related matters in-
stead of the previous one at New
Eskaton.

~ Bangladesh elected i

by Ayesha Kabir

sex trade is perhaps where a
child's well-being is most at
risk.

"Minor girls in the commer-
cial sex business are certainly
at risk,” says Dr Julia Ahmed,
Deputy Medical Director of
Bangladesh Women's Health
Coalition. "There are two as-
pects in this regard — physical
and psychological. On the phys-
ical side, a young girl's body is
still in the formative stage. Re-
peated acts of sex will change a
yuun% girl's pelvic bone struc-
ture eading to physical prob-
lems. The body of a girlchild
during puberty does not have
the hormonal balance of a
woman's body. This leaves her
all the more vulnerable to geni-
tal tract infections. On the psy-
chological side, the hazards are
immense.”

Commercial sex exploita-
tion involves the probability of

unwan{ed pregnancies, sexual
ranehiitted dledses and drﬁﬁ el

addictiorl. ! Socfal* ostracism’
depression, violerice and frirs-+
tration often drive the child sex
workers to suicide,

In the tannery industry,
children are exposed to highly
toxic chemicals. Simply pass-
in% a tannery factory, a person
balks atl the J)urlgenc}r of the
fumes emitted from the waste
chemicals which pollute the
surrounding environment. ‘The
chromates used in the indus-
try.” says a young environmern-
talits, "are extremely harmful."
The long term effects are more
alarming than the immediate
unpleasantness of the job.
Children in the industry are
prone to skin diseases and res-
piratory problems.

The transport industry is
also seen as a hazardous one
where children are concerned.
It is a common city sight to see
young huﬂs perched precari-
ously on the backs of 'tempos’,
the three-wheeler auto vans. a
popular mode of public trans-
port in Bangladesh. With the
van hurtling down the streets at
full speed and reckless aban-
don, the young boys hanF on
with one hand and collect fares
with the other. It is little won-
der that the front pages of the

Proportion of Children Working

daily papers are splashed with
the reports: "Young tempo
helper crushed under wheels of
truck.” or "Transport worker
injured in accident.” And the
world of transport workers is
certainly not a world appropri-
ate for children. They tend to
get involved in all sorts of petty
crimes and even drug abuse.
There are innumerable exam-
ples of hazards in other indus-
tries.

Domestic housework is also
exploitative, children are often
not receiving any wages at all,
working round the clock merely
for meagre meals and shelter.
Young girls in domestic em-
ployment are also at the risk of
sexual abuse. Here too newspa-
pers speak volumes on rape and
torture regarding voung house
maids.

There are laws in the land
which do regulate the types of
labour in which children can be
employved. The relevant laws
lay down the minimum ages for

| working in various eomnercial
., £stablis] nis,, The,laws pro-
Hibit' children up to 11, years

from working irl dhopd; éffices,

hotels or certain workshops
(except as apprentices.) The Na-
tional Children’s Policy pro-
hibits children up to 13 years
from working in factories.
Children up to 14 years cannot
work in certain parts of the
transport sector. -
But the question remains, do
these laws acfually protect
children against hazardous
labour? Are the existing laws
implemented? Are fresh laws
beings formulated to ensure
that children’s rights are really
upheld? :

As long as we still see little
boys struggling with the pedals
of a rickshaw, as long as we still
see young girls trapped in the
brothels around the country.
children carrying heavy loads
on construction sites, working
in proximity to the unbearable
heat of furnaces in the plass fac-
tories, handling chemicals
which are dangerous to their
health and being employed in
other such dangerous jobs, the
social movement must continue

~ the endeavour to implement the

rights of the child.
Unicef Feature

by Gender and Area

I_smti 138 16.5 152
Rural 16.7 234 20.2
16.0 219 19.1

| Source: National Sample Survey of Child Labour in Bangladesh, Bangladesh I
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Seoul recently.

deletin to the Tl World Congress held in
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pm today, reports UNB.
Met
i sius across the country.

Moderate rain likely

Light to moderate rain or thundershower accompatied by
at a few places over Chittagong,

temporary gusty wind is likel
Ell"!l-ll. ‘ghnkn and Sylhet divisions and at one or two
over Rajshahi and Khulna divisions in the next 12 hours till 6

places

ce says day temperature may rise by 1 to 2 degree Cel-

The sun sets today at 5:48 pm and rises tomorrow at 5:50 am. *



