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CHILD LABOR IN BANGLADESH:
STATUS, CAUSES AND EFFECTS

Rushni Korishit

Abstract

Child labor usually means the work done by children under the age of
15, and therefore interferes with their education, damages their
physical, mental, social or psychological development. UNICEF
reported in 2021 that the number of children engaged in child labor
has risen to 160 million worldwide, with an increase of 8.4 million
children in the last four years and another 9 million additional children
at risk due to the impact of COVID-19. This paper has been focused
on critically identifying the real scenario of child labor in Bangladesh.
All data has been collected in this research for analyzing purposes
from both primary and secondary sources. As the cause of poverty,
child labor has been found as a deterrent phenomenon for the
development of the nation. This paper has conducted a percentage
analysis with a few recommendations and policy level suggestions
for eliminating this social disease from Bangladesh.

Keywords: Child worker, child labor, child abuse, poverty,
malnutrition

Introduction

Child labor is very common in Bangladeshi society. Weak law and
order practice, lack of knowledge related to the impact of child labor,
and public awareness had contributed to have such a situation.
Children or adolescents below the minimum age for admission to
employment in work that directly affects not only their health and
personal development, but also interferes with their schooling
negatively. Many of them engage to support their family for financial
gains outside school hours and during school holidays.
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There is a basic difference between ‘child work’ and ‘child labor’. It is
claimed that the work of the children becomes ‘child labor’ when it
occurs outside the family and under dangerous environments. It may
be measured as hazardous when it harmfully affects the teenagers’
health, development, psychosocial growth, and educational
opportunities. On the other hand, the term ‘child work’ is considered
to be non-harmless, generally happening in family farms or family
enterprises. About 42 percent of child workers are involved in child
labor (ILO, 2003).

No doubt, child labor deprives children of their childhood and creates
a harmful effect on their physical and mental development. Child
labor refers to the work done by the children that are mentally,
physically, socially, or morally dangerous and harmful and/or
interfere with their schooling, make schooling irregular; may lead
them to leave school prematurely, or require them to attempt to
combine school attendance with excessively long and heavy work.

Some of the worst forms of child labor are happening in children’s life
at the age between 3 and 5 years old that found some under
developed countries including Bangladesh. NGOs have reported
many reasons for children’s motivation to work. Poverty is found as
one of the main reasons for increasing the supply of child labor in
developing nations.

Nonetheless, family problems including a breakup, parent-
lawlessness, uneducated parents’ interest towards their child
employment at early ages or having no parents, etc made this
scenario more critical. Absolutely, child labor may support financially
to an individual family or own but harm itself as well the whole
economy.

A child may seem insignificant in determining the status or condition
of a society, but collectively it is a major determinant in a society's
progress. Unfortunately, in Bangladesh, street children are victims of
trafficking for odd jobs like factory work, shopkeepers helper,
conductor of Bus and Track; ever for totally illegal employment (for
adults too) as prostitution-worker, drug seller, etc too. This is due to
the poverty, hunger, and abuse which a street child experiences at
an early age. Street children become more susceptible to these
illegal treatments because of the lack of education and awareness
toward their society, environment, and human rights. As a result, they



tend to disregard education and start working at an early age to be
able to support themselves as well as their family financially.

According to the Bangladesh Institute of Labor Studies (BILS), there
are about 2000 children and adolescents (between the ages of 10
and 14) out of 30 thousand works in shipbreaking yards. Although
most of these child workers work as ‘helpers’, as said by the industry
owners, the real situation is different. In 2008/09, while an average
adult worker is paid between Tk. 140 to 180, a child ‘helper’ is paid
Tk. 60 for 8 hours of work a day (BILS, 2011).

However, many of these child workers are found working shoulder-
to-shoulder with adult workers in scrapping an entire vessel with their
bare hands. Cranes used to remove engines and other overweight
items are rarely tasted resulting in frequent fatal accidents. Standing
at the wrong place at the wrong time can easily crush or behead a
child worker. Many of the future adults are found barefooted or only
wearing flip-flops with sharp, rusty metal shards and splinters lying
scattered on the floor. The ships remain full of dangerous gasses and
sufficient measures are not taken to clean those before scrapping.
The reality in Bangladesh is that a large number of children work
under exploitative or hazardous conditions.

Literature Review

Amin et. al (2004) had conducted research to examine poverty and
other determinants of child labor in Bangladesh. The paper had
found that a family’s poverty affects the probability that a child would
be involved in work and keeping children away from work is a luxury
for these families that cannot be afforded at all. A demographic group
is also an important determinant of child labor in Bangladesh since
the effects of child and family variables on the probability that a child
will work differ among these groups.

Salmon (2005) had used the Bangladesh Labor Force Survey 2000
data to analyze the magnitude, nature, and determinants of child
labor in Bangladesh. It had found the number of ‘child labor’ is in
Bangladesh in between 5.4 million and 7.9 million. That means about
one out of every five children between the ages of 5 and 14 years
had been classified as child workers in 2000 and mostly involved in
agricultural working. Those children had contributed the share of
family income by nearly 50 percent.



The number of working children between the ages of 5 and 15 is at
least 120 million worldwide and mostly from Asia, Africa, and Latin
America (ILO, 1996). Bangladesh is considered to be one of the
child-labor-abundant countries. This is a serious issue that has
drawn the attention of economics, social scientists, policymakers,
and business people (Rahman et. al. 1999).

Jakowan and Afrah (2018) had conducted an investigation on the
causes of child labor in Bangladesh. It tried to evaluate the opinions
of the child laborers and reflect their situation by their views on
different questions and identified the major causes that are
influencing this harmful practice in this nation.

It had found that the parent's interest towards engaging their children
in work due to the increased cost of education, unawareness of the
families, employers’ reluctance to obey the labor law and inequality
of income distribution respectively. It recalls the government and
relative stakeholders’ measures to remove the problem of adherence
and economic imbalance of the nation to build a country where all the
children will get the things that they deserve. It had guided how to
enrich the human capital development, financial stability and peace
as well.

Methodology

Child labor is a common issue for developing and under-developed
nations. Public awareness and government policies may prevent or
reduce this problem in society.

In this research, all the data has been collected from both primary
and secondary sources. Primary data had been collected through the
observation method and the secondary data had been gathered from
Government of Bangladesh (GoB) record-books, articles published in
the international journals, and related reports published by the
International Labor Organization (ILO), UNICEF, and other
organizations.

A Simple table was prepared and presented for ease of
understanding. A percentage analysis had also been done in the
right column of the table too. This paper has conducted a systematic
review of the literature and recommended some of the policy level
suggestions to reduce this social problem in Bangladesh.



Discussion

The International Labor Organization (ILO) estimated that 250 million
children only worked in factories, plantations, and fields and down
mines all over the world (ILO, 2003). This does not include children
working as domestic servants which is very difficult to count or
estimate in countries like Bangladesh, where it is next to impossible
to get reliable figures even though child labor is rampant.

Recently, UNICEF reported that the number of children in child labor
is 160 million worldwide, with an increase of 8.4 million children in the
last four years and another 9 million additional children at risk due to
the impact of COVID-19 (UNICEF, 2020).

The number of child-labor (added in the labor force) in Bangladesh is
recorded at 6.58 million out of 34.45 million children in the age group
5-14 years old which constitutes 12 percent of the total labor force of
the nation (BBS, 1996). The child labor scenario in Bangladesh is
very much critical and complex in nature (See Table 01).

Table 01: Child Labor Scenario in Bangladesh
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The table 01 stated that according to the second National Child
Labor Survey (NCLS) conducted by the Bangladesh Bureau of
Statistics (BBS), the total working child population between 5 and 17
years old was estimated at 7.9 million in Bangladesh.

The proportion of boy and girl child workers, in the age group of 5-17
years, is 73.5 percent and 26.5 percent, respectively; the total
number of working children aged 5-17 years in rural areas is
estimated at 6.4 million as against 1.5 million in urban areas; as
many as 93.3 percent of all working children in the age group of 5-17
years operating in the informal sector.




Nonetheless, as a part of informal sector, agriculture engages 4.5
million (56.4 percent children), while the services sector engages 2.1
million (25.9 percent), and industry engages about 1.4 million (17.7
percent).

Most of the child labor has to work average of 40 hours a week and
more than 1.3 million children are estimated to be working more than
43 hours per week. More boys than girls are engaged in this form of
child labor across all age groups. Bangladesh is one of the
developing countries that have the largest number of children, who
work under difficult conditions.

About 3.45 million children aged 5-17 years were working in 2013,
out of which 1.28 million (about forty percent) children are engaged in
hazardous work (ILO, 2013). Time-able steps taken by GO and
NGOs had been improved the situation somehow. A comparison
table of child labor status in Bangladesh had been made between the
years 2003 and 2013 (see Table 02).

Table 02: Measures of Child Labor Age 5-17 Years in Bangladesh

Recorded Year

2003 2013
— %
. Male Femal Total Male Female Total _Change
Categorizes | e in Total
Amount in Thousand
Total Child
Population 22,689 | 19,698 | 42,387 | 20,596 | 19,055 39,652 -6.5
Working
Children 5,471 1,952 7,423 2,103 1,347 3,450 -53.53
Child Labor 2,461 718 3,179 953 746 1,699 -47
Hazardous
Work 1,172 120 1,291 772 508 1,280 -0.85
Child Labor % of
Total Working
Children 45 36.8 42.8 45 55.4 49.3 15.18
Total Children
Population 10.8 3.6 7.5 4.6 3.9 4.3 -42.67

Source: BBS (2003 and 2013)

Table 02 shows the progress in child labor scenario of Bangladesh
from the year 2003 to 2013 based on the National Child labor
Surveys (NCLS) conducted by Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics
(BBS). It found that between 2003 and 2013, the number of working
children aged 5-17 has reduced from 7.6 million to 3.5 million
(53.53%). Among them, the number of children engaged in labor was



3.2 million which reduced to 1.7 million in 2013 (-47%) where-else
the total child population had reduced by 6.5 percent.

Recently, the Multiple Indicators Cluster Survey (MICS) indicates that
in 2018, 6.8% of total children aged 5-17 are engaged in child labor
which is higher (almost dabble) compared to the number
(4.3%) found in the year 2013. After that, obliviously the covid-19
impact would be there as UNICEF (2020) have recalled.

Fundamental Cause of Child Labor

Across the world especially in underdeveloped nations, the main
cause of the existence of child labor, even in this recent time when
high-tech technology is available, is only ‘poverty’. When adult family
member/s can not manage the family expenses as they earn, they
provoke their children to be involved in income generating activities.
Thus, the unemployment or low level of income of parents increases
the likelihood of children being sent to work as children ‘have to’
contribute to the family income.

According to UNICEF (2010), 46 percent of working children in
Bangladesh live below the poverty line with one quarter living in
extreme poverty. Living in poor and extremely poor households,
these children are deprived of the basic needs as such- food, shelter,
medical care, sanitation facilities, and drinking water. With the
average wage of less than $5 a day, parents are forced to send their
children to work to have additional financial support to family income
(Al Jazeera, 2020). Children from poor families are more likely to be
engaged in child labor than children from non-poor families. Thus,
poor living standards and poverty stimulate the use of child labor in
Bangladesh.

The National Child labor Survey in 2013, an establishment survey,
and five baseline surveys on the worst forms of child labor in five
segments (welding, automobiles, street children, battery re-charging,
and transport) have also been conducted under the supervision of
the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics with technical and financial
support from the ILO. The final reports of the establishment survey
and the baseline surveys had opened up the factors that generate
child labor in Bangladesh.

The awareness level on social issues including child labor and its
laws to prohibit it is still low. Society, in general, has a rather



indifferent attitude towards the problem. When children work, they
are denied an education and so have no chance of escaping from
poverty. llliterate child laborers usually become poverty-stricken,
illiterate adults who in turn have to send their children out to work,
and so perpetuate this cycle of poverty.

“Child labor is not only a by-product of poverty, but it also generates
poverty..... The argument that child labor can't be eliminated until
poverty is eliminated reverses cause and effect and provides an
excuse for tolerating child labor. Ending child labor is a way out of
poverty.” (Harvey, 2011).

However, poverty with some other socioeconomic and cultural
reasons have been reported as the causes of child labor. Here it had
been described under two sub-categories:

(i) Sociocultural Causes of Child labor

A lot of sociocultural factors contributing to child labor are rapid
population growth, adult unemployment, bad working conditions, lack
of minimum wages, exploitation of workers, low standard of living,
low quality of education, lack of legal provisions and enforcement,
low capacity of institutions, gender discrimination and traditional
arguments in favour of child labor (ILO, 2021).

There is a direct link between child labor and education. Nearly 50
per cent of primary school students drop out before they complete
grade 5, and then gravitate towards work, adding to the number of
child laborers. The high drop-out rates are correlated with the low
guality of public primary education, low adult literacy, low awareness
of the importance of education, teacher-student ratio (sometimes this
goes up to 1 per 100), non-availability of didactic and learning
materials, and the cost of education. Basic primary education is free
as far as direct costs and school books are concerned. But many
indirect costs are involved as well, such as transport, uniforms, pens,
pencils, and notebook, etc.

(i) Economic/Financial Causes of Child labor

Economic reasons are very critical as child labor is cheap compare to
adult labor, preference goes to the children and forced into work
rather than education, mostly in the under-developed nations where
law and order are very weak in nature. Thus the economic structure
keeps child labor as a part of its whole system. In many families,



adults are sitting idle as they charge higher but children are working
as they are paid less. So children are getting more jobs frequently
compared to adults. It seems that poverty creates child labor, but in
reality, child labor also keeps poverty.

The increase in the demand for child labor is caused by the intense
pressure on many companies to become more competitive and win a
greater market share because children are seen as a cheap source
of labor, which may be enough to give a company a slight edge over
competitors or provide an opportunity to increase profits (Hossain,
2012). Business firms are trying to maximize their profits by cost-
cutting methods. One of the easiest ways to reduce the cost is to
employ child labor as their payment is less compared to adult labor.
With this aim, the international business organizations sometimes
move their offshore to the developing nations or use overseas sub-
contractors to avail the cheapest possible wages that of child labor.

Life-Long Effects of Child labor

Effects of Child labor on a child depend upon the type of working
conditions and environment, but there are some other serious effects
of laboring on a child, which are long-lasting and damage their whole
life due to continuous work and stress. Especially, the worst forms of
child laboring such as bonded labor, prostitution, pornography, and
children involved in armed conflicts, etc. even lost his / her lives in
that Process.

The International Labor Rights Forum (ILRF) had reported that
children who labor intensely are often smaller than those who are
allowed to play and grow naturally. They are also at a higher risk for
illnesses such as respiratory illnesses and are exposed to harmful
chemicals that can also affect their physical development. Often,
these children also suffer from malnutrition which leads to other
serious health and mental conditions later in life (ILRF, 2021).

Some most vulnerable and serious effects of child laboring are as

follows:

— deprives a child of a proper childhood,

— deprives a child of proper growth and development,

— deprives a child of proper education and career,

— deprives a child of proper family bonding,

— deprives a child of being good adulthood, future family life, and
sexual life, etc.



Conclusion and Recommendations

All over the world, child labor is the illegal and the minimum
employment age is set at 15 to 18 years. Children are supposed to
be guided under their parents or legal guardians. In poor nations,
they misguide their children too. Generally, in the developed nations,
a school-going child under the age of 15 may help to her mother to
cook or household chores which are not counted as child labor. So
work done by children after school, on weekends or during holidays
to help their family non-financially, in some cases financially too can
be counted as a real-life lesson for them. Furthermore, it should be
prohibited, the child’s work may endanger their life, safety, health,
and morals or it hinders them from schooling. It also includes the
situation of children below the age of 18 who are employed in
hazardous occupations such as the heavy iron or mining industry.

In this modern world, child labor has become one of the concerning
issues for many governments all over the world. Working long hours
with dangerous equipment and exploitation of employers at the
workplace hinders the physical and mental development of the child
as a child could not use his potential for his own to attend school and
university, consequently, he cannot count on a well-paid job in the
future. The utilization of under-aged children in the workplace abuses
and harms their health.

In Bangladesh, child labor is an important topic that is being debated
as a serious issue in the country. It is one of the developing countries
that have the largest number of children, who work under difficult
conditions. Millions of children are being forced to work under
hazardous working conditions because of poverty, demographics,
and the indirect cost of education in Bangladesh.

The government of Bangladesh has developed and adopted a
number of legislative measures to address the issue of child labor.
The effective implementation of the UN CRC, the ILO Convention,
the Bangladesh Labor Act 2006, the Children Act 2013 improved the
situation of child labor in Bangladesh. By the Bangladesh Labor Act
2006, which determines the basic principles of employment of adults
and children, an individual has to issue a patrticular certificate from a
medical practitioner to be permitted the employment of a maximum of
42 hours a week, while children aged 12 years could be involved in a
light work without any negative impacts to their health and education.



If a child works more than 42 hours a week, it is considered to be
hazardous child labor or working under hazardous conditions.

Unfortunately over 1.2 million children work under hazardous working
conditions in Bangladesh (ILO, 2013). Despite the adoption of the
National Labour Elimination Policies 2010 and 2012-2016, further
measures should be taken to eliminate child labor more effectively
since there are a number of socio-economic causes of child labor in
Bangladesh. Acknowledging children's rights and restricting their
exploitation has become a demand to time.

The GO-NGOs cooperation is highly required to further promote the
rights and interests of children by formulating legislative acts to solve
this issue. Implementation of existing law may get priority before
creation a new one. Covering on public media along with online and
offline mass-media may be involved in campaign for creating public
awareness to prevent this social disease. As today’s children are the
future of a nation, it should pay close attention to secure their future
at any cost.
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