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broken all records as the most widely ratifi uman rights

treaty in history. Work on its drafting began in 1979 -- the
International Year of the Child -- by a working group
established by the Commission on Human Rights. Aflter the
United Nations General Assembly unanimous adopted the
Convention en 20 November 1989, it was opened for signature
on 26 January 1990. That day, 61 countries signed it, a record
first-day response.

Only seven months later, on 2 September 1990, the Conven-
tion entered into force after the 20th state had ratified it. Since
then @ in just six years @ it has been ratified by all states with
the exception of only two, namely Somalia and the United
States.

Its uniqueness stems from the fact that it is the first legally
binding international instrument to incorporate the full r of
human rights— children’s civil and political rights as well as
their economic, social and cultural rights—thus giving all rights
equal emphasis. : "

The Convention defines as a child every human befng under
18, unless national laws recognise the age of majority earlier.

The Convention sets minimum legal and moral standards for
the protection of children’s rights, Nothing in the Convention af-
fects any provisions that contribute more to the realisation of
child rfiihis and that may be found in the law of the state party
or in other international laws in force in that state— the higher
standard shall always apply.

People who know their rights are better able to claim them.
Making the Convention and its provisions widely known is
therefore an essential step in promoting children's rights.

Different countries have publicised the Convention in differ-
ent ways. Vietnam organised a ‘Get to, Know the Convention'
contest that drew 250,000 entries from school children. The
Jamaica Coalition on the Rights of the Child has conducted an
island-wide public education campaign on child rights, Mozam-
bigue staged ‘national elections' on child rights in 1994.

In Nicaragua, a children's movement is attempting to edu-
cate children as well as adults about child rights. In France, a
media campaign is jnforming young people of their right to con-
sult a lawyer. In Sweden, copies of the Convention ave been
distributed throughout the country, including translations for
immigrant communities in Arabic, Farsi, Kurdish, Spanish, and
Turkish. Many other countries have also translated the Con-
vention into local languages.

In Poland, non-government organisations have organised
media crusades, including a regular television show that edu-
cates the public about the Convention and targets abuses.
Namibia has launched a set of family law booklets that are a
- popularised version of the rights of children. In Colombia, the
government's public awareness campaign conducted through

the media, the bureaucracy, and the schools is called ‘There Are
No Small Rights’. .

The notion of children having rights is a relatively new con-
cept, and many countries are running training programmes ‘or
teachers and social workers. Thousands of educators in the
Dominican Republic are now using the Teachers’ Guide on the
Rights of Children. In Swaziland, child rights have become an
integral part of the training curriculum for rural health motiva-
tors, the country’s largest %’nu of social workers.

However, in Bangladesh, there is hardly any campaign for
awareness. Although Bangladesh has been one of the first ones
to sign the treaty, as far as implementation goes, it has failed
rather miserably. Child labour is prevalent in all sectors of the
economy. In fact those who preach the rights of children are the
very ones who utilise child labour for their manual needs.

Today, children’s rights are one of the *Popular' topics that
sell well. Suddenly it has become fashionable to talk about chil-
dren and how much deprived they are. It holds true for both at
national and international levels. However, when it requires
something be done. no one can be seen doing something con-
crete for the children.

Bangladesh has a total Fulatiun of 120,073,000 with a
GNP per capita of 240 US cﬁ:?l ar. The population under 18 is
57,200,000 and it is on the rise. Infant mortality is 83 per thou-
sand children while the under-five mortality js 112 per thou-
sand children. The primary net enrolment at school is 82 per
thousand of which Primary Gross Enrolment is 69 and Sec-
ondary Gross Enrolment is 21 per thousand.

Only 47 per cent of children reach grade five. Therefore it is
quite apparent how many children are in labour.

Child labour is certainly not compulsory. In the socio-eco-
“nomic backdrop of poor countries like B ladesh, it is, in most
cases. a necessity. "Children should not have to work,” so say
child experts of the developed countries.

The reality, however, is different. An International Labour
Organisation (ILO) estimate says at least 120 million children
between 5 and 14 years of age work in developing countries.,
The number rises to 250 million when part-time child workers
are counted. According to the ILO, Africa has the highest inci-
dence of child workers—some 40 per cent. The figure for Latin
America and Asia is about 20 per cent. In absolute figures, Asia
has the largest number of child workers, approximately 61 per
cent, with 32 per cent in Africa and 7 per cent in Latin America.

In an effort to mobilise a world-wide campaign to protect and
promote the rights of all children, and to raise awareness about
some of the most abusive child labour practices, a “Global
March Against Child Labour” was launched in January last year
Ehat spanned five continents—Asia, Africa. the Americas and

urope.

The marchers reached Los Angeles, US, on May 1, 1998.
When they were welcomed by the US Labour Secretary Alexis
Herman, and had to listen to the ﬁgnspeLlike speeches of senior
US officials, lawmakers, ILO officials, and American labour
leaders in Washington, there were some interesting reactions.

"It is an honour to welcome the Global March to our nation's
capitol, and to see so many young people here today,” Herman
told a gathering at the Children's Museum on’ Capitol Hill,
adding: “I believe it is fitting that we meet today in a museum.
Because that's where the issue of abusive child labour be-
longs—in museums and history books—not in the daily lives of
the world's children”

She also declared President Clinton's proposal to increase US
funding for the ILO's International Programme to Eliminate
Child Labour (IPEC) by ten-fold from $3 million to $30 million
by 1989. Herman said past US investment in IPEC has suc-
ceeded in removing 10,000 child garment workers in

THE Convention on the Rights of the Child ;fﬁears to have
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“A century that began with children having
virtually no rights is ending with children
kaving the most powerful legal instrument
that not only recognizes but protects their
human rights.”

— Carol Bellamy
UNICEF Executive Director

Bangladesh from workrooms to schoolrooms. and sthers in
Thailand and Nepal to help girls at risk of being forced into
prostitution. Similar c]i:rnjects also have been initiated in the
Philippines, Brazil, and most recently, in Uganda,

Senator Harkin echoed Herman's remarks saying: *That's not
to say that child labour will cease to exist, but we have to put it
behind us, the way we have put slavery behind us. :

To this effect, Harkin saj:f he has proposed legislation for the
past several years that would ban tge import of products into
America made using child labour,

But this same person = Senator Harkin se appeared cruel to
a certain extent later in the year. Buoyed by a federal law
passed in October 1998, an advocacy group has asked the US
Customs to ban imports of carpets and rugs from South Asian
countries—like Bangladesh, India and Pakistan—unless the
Flanufacturers can prove they are not made with forced child
abour,

Perhaps he was trying to keep aside the.fact that “child
labour” is a universal problem and not a problem of one country
only; it is not strictly limited to developing countries.

The irony in his words is that in the US. an estimated
230,000 children work illegally on farms, picking fruits and veg-
etables, according to advocacy groups for migrant farm-work-
ers. And tens of thousands of other underage children have
been found to be working illegally in sweatshops, according to
evidence uncovered by the US Labour Department itself and
NGOs,

Bangladesh has 6.3 million child workers. Of them, only five
per cent are in the formal sector. Harkin Bill raised in 1993

- seems to have mixed implications. After the MoU, designed by

ILO-UNICEF-BGMEA, out of 10,000 children, 7.000 were pro-
vided literacy by one NGO. In comparison to the 6.3 million
children in work, this figure is vertuall nothing! Again, when
this project is over, the phenomenon o educating the children
will die out; so what is the point of the Harkin Bill?

People like Senator Harkin are letting the children dream of a

better future, they provide education and let them believe that
there is more to life than breaking bricks. But at the end of the
day, they shatter their dreams, leaving them to fend for them-
selves in a world more cruel than they thought. They are gnin%
back to more hazardous jobs, often after a massive financia
letdown. The girls are the worst victims as parents as they are
uftﬁn discriminated against in addition to the other ‘ordinary’
risks. ’
It can be argued that while putting forward such views
Harkin was seeking to save jobs rather than prevent child
labour for their hazardous effects. He saw that child labour was
a major threat to employment for those in the working age
group, that is, between 16 to 65, as child labour was cheap and
easily available. Therefore, it can again be critically said that his
aim was to protect those who were made redundant because of
using child labour. His compassion for children was hardly the
factor. If a survey is carried out, there is hardly any child who
feels Harkin was right,

The consequences of NGO-based education system have to
be evaluated. What would happen after programmes they are
currently running? Are the children going back to the previous

sition or has there been an improvement in the standard of
iving? Is education providing them with sufficient knowledge to
be eligible for higher pay and quality of life? After thei complete
a certain course of study, forgoing salary and the like, are re-
turning to the same pattern of brick-breaking work, or are they

- really being ensured with good guality dinbs? These are some of

the questions that have to be addressed in this respect, It has to
be assessed whether the resources allocated to this sector, in

. educating the poor young, are being pro rly utilised or wasted.

. If the all parents in Bangladesh undersiood the Convention

+ uselul than the Bill put forward by Senator Harkin. But enlight-.

ening the parents with this realisation seems to be an uphill
task. Rural poverty, traditional social barriers and lack of
awareness about children’s rights are major constraints in im-
piﬁmﬂntingl the provisions to secure the rights of the child.

In deve npinE countries such as Bangladesh, child labour
exists because they are assets of the family. They are sent out to
work at a very young age to earn for the family. This is prevalent
among the poor who are mainly city slum dwellers and rural

*dwellers. If they are sent to school. for them it is a complete

wastage of money and the children start becoming the burden.
The incidence on poverty increases because if the children are
not working, it means that a given family is worse off. Therefore
in such circumstances, the children need to earn in order to
maintain subsistence level. Children who work at farms, who
work as assistants in sweel shops etc., who work as domestic
helps are not counted when statistics are prepared for evalua-
tion. These are a more indirect form of child labour.

In rural areas children working at farms, assisting their fa-
thers is a common phenomenon and is hardly constituted as
work, and therefore they receive no wages. However, these
children, whose mainstay is agriculture, are not going to school
either. Those who do not attend school 2 or do not have the
means to do the same -- or drop out of school are naturally
sucked into the burgeoning informal sector.

Their involvement in the informal sector activities bears tas-
timony to child labour in the country. Mobilised for their own
survival -- or quite often for that of their family -- as street
hawkers, Earhagr: collectors, most of the time children in
Bangladesh are not considered by the society as "children in

danger”. or even "children at work" in the true sense of the
terms.

Children serving as domestics have to perlorm a host of re-
sponsibilities. Those ,vmrkinifn this category begin their work-
ing day, on average, over 24 hours, and no opportunity for rest.

¢ major cause of child labour is parental poverty. Eco-
nomic considerations are strong determinants of child labour.
These are forces which push and pull children to work. Statis.
tics, if correctly computed, would coneur that the greater major-
ity of child domestic workers come from low socio-economic
status households, charecterised by parental illiteracy. and in
disadvantaged (rural) areas. Rural parents seeking a better fu-
ture for their children are indirectly encouraged by the urban
middle class to place their children to urban households. with
the understan i’rll’ﬁ that the children will provide domestic
labour in return. The parents are willing to accept the risks that

accompany this type of arranrgement since it oflers a possibility
— no matter how small —o

present poor condition, )
.Domestic helps. however, in some cases are batter off in

getting the children out of their

Bacike breaking wwork has killed the child in hinm..

........

terms of a higher standard of living. The employer bears re-
sponsibility towards the worker and provides him or her with
the things he or she requires. This allows them to earn a steady
income and not spend money on the things he or she needs to
buy. This is often a much better option than living with their
poor family in the slums or villages where they are seen as pir-
asites. It is'much easier to bring about increased primary schol
enrolment if they are wurking as domestic helps, becal se
dwareness programmes can be di

who are generally educated and well-off,

These days, there are many an employer who sends the chiil-
dren who are working for them to part-time schools so that they
can have a better future. There are also several NGOs and gov-
ernment agencies who provide schooling for children who work
as domestic helps.

Awareness appears to be the key word. People should be
made aware of the hazardous effects of using child labour.
However. a slow and steady process would be more viable than
trying to solve the problem all at once. Otherwise this would

_only cause matters to get tangled.

Question remains: how?

Well, according to the United Nations analysis, the battle to
change child labour scenario will be long. If will also require
many forces ze mainly regulatory and educational z at the local
regional and international levels to work together. And above
all, whatever be the motive power, economic development will
have to be the bottom line of any insurance for change.

Now, when child labour experts talk about elIminatinF child
labour from the developing countries, they as-matter-o -factly
say: "Child labour exists because of lack of political will, lack of
social conscience, lack of civil stability and lack of other societal

- dyniamics.”

However, unless developing countries come out of Eﬂvert}f.
child labour will continue to exist. Just to maintain the basic
necessities of life, the children are required to work for the fam-
ily. The poor, being uneducated, remain in low paid, menial jobs
all their lives. Their pay scale barely changes from the time he
or she is a child to the time he or she grows up. Under such
circumstances, as more people are added to the family, the
other children are rﬂquirecF to work as well.

Therefore in an honest effort to reduce child labour, poverty
alleviation measures has to be undertaken.

Efforts to reduce poverty must be comprehensive enough to
address all of its many causes. This requires a variety of mea-
SUTES ACross macro, micro and sector levels. Pro-poor and sus-
tainable economic growth is fundamental, but needs to be
complemented by social development that ensures access by the
poor to education, health, social protection and other basic ser-
vices. These, in turn, are dependent on sound macro-economic
management and good governance. The result is inclusive de-
veloprent.

Within this framework, poverty reducing interventions may

be: short-term. such as sustaining the supply of basic services

to the poor in countries facing emergencies {as in the recent
Asian crisis); medium term, to help address structural issues af-
fecting delivery of basic services and other targeted poverty in-
terventions: or long term, to stimulate pro-poor growth and en-
courage expansion of the private sector. '
While reduction in poverty and inequality is a priority from a
humanitarian perspective, it also promotes economic growth.
Developing human capital and increasing social stability raises
productivity and enhances international competitiveness, lead-

ing to faster growth. An expanding middle class is critical for
sustaining growth and broad-based development. Before the
countries of the region can build dynamic and prosperous
economies, therefore, a strong focus on poverty reduction is es-
sential.

. Market-driven growth processes are typically biased towards
relatively non-poor areas; where infrastructure and human cap-
ital are already more advanced. For less developed areas, tar-
geted public investment is generally necessary to stimulate eco-
nomic growth and employment opportunities. This requirement
is usua%]}r most acute in rural areas where labour tends to be in
over-supply.

But the increasingly organised fashion in which the western
philosophies are now operating is giving a new dimension the
children, making it a 'child market'.

For the rural poor or urban unemploved, specific interven-

tions are called for to provide access to key inputs and oppor--

tunities for self-employment. Social investment funds may also
offer an efficient means of providing priority infrastructure

Evil?
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needs and stimulating Emplat?ment at the local level.

Economic growth must also be sustainable: It will be short-
lived if it does not conserve the natural environment and re-
sources. Moreover, the nexus between the environment and
poverty is all too readily observed in much of the region. The ru-
ral poor are often forced to live on fragile lands and waters that
require sensitive resource management in the face of increasing
degradation, Although much of the environmental damage has
been caused by the rich and powerful, the pressiires of poverty
and population compound the threat through deforestation.
over-grazing and over-fishing.

The urban poor are exposed to disease and illness resulting
from overcrowding and highly polluted living conditions. Mea-
sures to protect the environment must therefore be integral to
the fight against poverty.

Economic growth alone cannot be relied on to eliminate
poverty. It has to be complemented by well-articulated national
strategies lor poverty reduction and social development. Just as
some targeting of economic development is necessary to reach
by-passed areas, so also social development must be targeted to
ensure individuals or communities are not excluded. An effec-
tive national strategy must therefore provide for adequate bud-
getary allocations for human capital formation, targeting of ba-
sic social services to the poor, removal of gender diserimination.
population policy and social protection. Beyond developing hu-
man capital, the national strategy must also help strengthen
social capital, especially for those subjected to some form of ex-
clusion.

To respond to these muitigle considerations, targeted pro-
grammes may be required in the following areas of human capi-

"tal development,“soctal capital development, gender and devel-
~ opment, social protection and {anulatinn policy. Accelerati
1

poverty reduction in Bangladesh represents one of that nation’s
greatest challenges. For the government and it development
partners. a critical task is to identify strategies that have great-
est potential for reducing poverty. The Bangladesh Institute of
Development Studies reviewed the outcome of past efforts and
evaluated the potential impact of various anti-poverty strategies.

The findings: development of human capital has the largest
impact on poverty, followed by investments in physical infras-
tructure such as roads and electricity, and then ansion of
high yielding agro-technology. The study highlighted the valu-
able synergies that could be gained from human development
and infrastructure and from infrastructure and micro-finance.
Area development programmes based around agriculture, in-
frastrli:clure and micro-finance likewise demonstrated high po-
tential.

While the study identified high potential areas for poverty re-
duction, it nevertheless cautioned against involvement in sec-
tors that lacked strong internal leadership, whether from gov-
ernment or civil society. The study suggested that greater focus
be given to gender concerns and that many traditional projects
offered considerable scope for increased involvement of women.

Linked to this, and to the vulnerability caused by health
Emhlems, the study also suggested greater attention be paid to

asic health and nutrition.

Therefore, unless poverty alleviation strategies are under-
taken in a coherent and sustainable manner, no policies to
eradicate child labour will be successful. The root cause of child
labour is Eovertj,r. However, solving the "poverty problem’ will not
be enough. The nature of poverty has to be assessed and then
alleviated. Many nations today appear to be rich although it is
there where exists unthinkable inequality of income and living
standards. This is because the rich with their high levels of in-
come make the total national income and the GDP a huge fig-
ure. Such [ligures do not indicate the inequalities that may exist.

To help eradicate poverty, inequalities have to be identified.
it is the children of those deprived who are prone to get involved
in child labour. This is because most of the national income is
enjoyed by the rich few, while only a small percentage of income
is shared by the rest of the population most of which are in ab-
solute poverty. Hence, poverty eradication strategies must in-
clude steps to diminish inequalities between the rich and the

OOr. .

- The gap between rich and poor countries should also be
considered -- in a bid to resolve the preblem of child labour.
This is factor is like to play the most important role, if the world
has turned into a “global village”, then the rich neighbours must
shoulder the responsibility to help the poorer ones. Unless the
gap is reduced, if not at par, no plan or theory seems to be fca-
sible. _

To prevent child labour; protection of women and children
have to be ensured. The smuggling of children to middle east
countries is not a new phenomenon. Children are often lured
out along with women ‘for a better future'. Instead they are
faced with intolerable hardship as they are either sold off or
made to work under undignified circumstances. Banglade shi

.children are often taken away to become camel jockeys, an ex-

ploitation that often leads to death. Therefore, in order to pre-
vent child labour, child smuggling has to be checked. For this is
required increased security and protection, which too is linked
with poverty and the economic status of the children who are

being smuggled away.

The government has decided to launch a Special Education
Programme from January 2000 to educate the urban work
children through the Primary and Mass Education Division o
Education. Arrangements have been made to organise a tvro-
year basic literacy course. At a time when child labour probleins
are taking a precarious toll, this initiative should be welcomes.
This may prove to be yet another success story where the fruits
of success will reach the poorest of the poor. The timings will be
flexible and will supplant, not supplement the existing jobs t} eP(
hold. Thus. while a steady income will be ensured, these clhil-
dren can get a good education which would ultimately raise the
quality ng labour and enable them to get higher wages. A
‘phasing out’ system would also be applicable here. In addition
to the basic literacy course, if functional literacy and vocational
training is included, then this would have a positive lunﬁlte:m
effect. The children will grow up {;.u Smfaitie a skilled, efficient
labour force enjoying a higher standard o vin% _

Child lahnu'i' can be do without. But child labour exists be-
cause of the children, because of the families to which the chil-
dren belong. All arguments to do with child labour existing e.g.,
cutting costs of manufacturing can be overruled on the ground
that there are a plenty of workers, between the working age-
group. Therefore, labour, child or not, will remain cheap. No,
children do not have the most powerful legal instrument today,
at least not in the Bangladeshi cnniteéct. Ehild labour is a neces-

evil in poor countries; in Bangladesh.

nwever??f B adesh can come out of the povertKJ;rap. it
will soon find children going to schools rather than seeking jobs
to earn for a family that only expands. Sustainable development
should therefore be the key word of the day, because it is here
where lies the solutions to many an evil that afflict society to-

day.




