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" CHOKED BY
% BRICK KILNS

On January 25
this year, 13
workers of a brick
kiln in Cumilla died
in their sleep when a
coal laden truck flipped
over their shanty. Among
them, seven were regular
students of two high schools in
Jaldhaka upazila of Nilphamari
district. They were lured into
working in the brick kilns for some
extra cash.
According to local people, the
agents, Ranjit, Bikash and Kanak, who
also died in that incident, had been
recruiting school-going boys to
work in the brick fields for a
while. As bait, they used to pay
them BDT 500-1,000 in .
advance and take them to / |
the distant brick kilns to
work. This tragic incident
once again sheds light
on the fact that child
labour is rampant in
brick kilns,
considered one of the
most unsafe and
hazardous
workplaces.

A report published
in Daily Bonik Barta on
January 11 last year
revealed that more than
5,000 children work at the

brick kilns in Bhola district alone.
According to a 2014 study conducted
by the International Labour Organisation (ILO)
titled “Health hazards of child labour in brick
kilns of Bangladesh”, 86 percent of the child
workers who participated in the study, work for
more than eight hours in a day. 36 percent of
them work for more than 10 hours. More than
half of the child workers stated that they have
to work seven days a week. The question
remains, why are so many children employed
in one of the most hazardous workplaces in
the country? The answer lies in the
manufacturing process practiced in most brick
kilns.
At present, there are 7,900 registered brick
kilns in the country which use the
conventional method to manufacture bricks.
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However, according to experts, the number of
unregistered brick kilns is much higher than
registered ones. Conventional kilns operate only in
the five or six dry months when rain is scarce. As a
result, they employ very few permanent staff.

At the very beginning of the brick
manufacturing season, which starts immediately
after the monsoon ends, the kiln operators send
armies of workers to collect clay from nearby
agricultural lands. In the process, large amounts of
topsoil (essential for crop-cultivation) get
depleted. According to the ILO study, significant
number of child labourers are employed in this
process.

The labourers then engage in preparing and
moulding the clay. Preparing the clay involves

shovelling, weathering the clay and mixing it
with earth and dirt. Afterwards, the
prepared clay is moulded in a
wooden case to give it the
standard shape of a brick. The
_ raw, wet bricks are placed
. outin the open to dry. All
\ this is done manually. All
: the labourers then carry
the raw bricks to the kiln
where they are covered
with dirt and earth and
| pushed into the furnace,
" J,/ To complete these
tasks, which require no
special skill, kiln operators
and their agents target
poverty-stricken villages and
urban slums to recruit
unskilled labourers. Children and
youth who can be hired at a nominal
wage, easily fall prey to these agents. Since
this is a seasonal business, poor families in rural
areas often send their children to the brick kilns to
be used as cheap contractual labour.

A report published in Prothom Alo on January
11, 2017 revealed that in more than 100 brick kilns
at Keraniganj, child labourers from Kishoreganj,
Jamalpur, Mymensingh, Faridpur, Barishal and
Shariatpur districts were found working as
contractual labourers. Their parents sent them to
the brick kilns in exchange for BDT 6,000-8,000.

These children lived in the brick fields and were
mostly engaged in carrying raw bricks to the kilns.
They earned Tk 100 only after carrying 1,000 bricks
but most of the children could carry only 500
bricks a day, according to the report.
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