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Introduction 
 
 
 
The Amsterdam-based foundation for International Research on Working Children 
(IREWOC) was established in 1992. Its mission is to generate more research on child labour, 
to raise awareness and motivate action around this complex issue. In 2004, the child agency 
project (a study on children in development in six countries) was completed. Now, towards 
the end of 2005, the research findings of three other IREWOC projects are being presented. 

In the last few years IREWOC studied child labour movements in Asia, Africa and South 
America, and the phenomenon of child migration in Western Africa. These two projects were 
financed by Plan Netherlands, but at no point did Plan intervene with the way the research 
was conducted, nor with the presentation of the results. A third study, which looked at the 
daily lives of child labourers, school going children and idle children in India, is part of an 
ongoing programme financed by the Indo-Dutch Programme on Alternatives in Development 
(IDPAD). We hope to show our gratitude to both Plan and IDPAD by presenting a solid 
report which will be useful for policy discussions. 
 
Research results in new information and the formulation of new policies, but it also produces 
a new batch of informed and committed experts. This applies to the IREWOC staff in an 
unmitigated way. They have recognised how research about child labour, and about children 
in general, can suffer from some basic weaknesses, such as a short duration (the rapid 
appraisal), adult-informed, institutionally angled and TOR-constrained. IREWOC has taken 
these biases to represent real constraints to a child-centred view of development.  

Staying with children for a longer time, learning their concerns, not constrained by a set of 
policy terms that need to be investigated and doing this as much as possible without ground 
preparation by the development  institutions, can contribute to producing new information and 
new insights. 

In order to understand what happens at a grassroots level, the IREWOC research projects 
make use of an anthropological research methodology. The socio-economic environment and 
the local operating agencies are mapped, but the main focus is on the impact of development 
on the children themselves and how the children experience their world and the processes 
going on around them. The participatory consultation with children is conducted with an 
ethical understanding of their vulnerability and respect for their capacities.  

There are additional factors which may affect the findings of child labour research: 
visibility, accessibility and assertiveness. Many child labourers work in conditions where they 
cannot be seen, where they cannot be approached and where they have learned to keep silent. 
These children are most vulnerable to exploitation and have a greater exposure to abuse than 
those children directly in view. IREWOC is committed to getting as close as possible to these 
children most in need, so that they too may tell their stories.  
 
Prof Dr. G.K. Lieten 
Director IREWOC 



 
 
 
 

4 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Whilst the mother works on the land, the daughter takes her place and minds for the youngest children 

(Ifakara in the Morogoro area of south-eastern Tanzania) 
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Working Children’s Organisations 
 
 
 
Child labour is a reality in many regions of the world, particularly in the Third World. 
Estimates of the number of children involved vary enormously. ILO has put the number of 
children below 15, for whom work is the primary occupation, at 210 million. Many of them 
may be working in family undertakings, including agriculture, or in domestic occupations. A 
number of these activities may not call for an immediate ban, but a significant number of 
children are involved in work and are working in conditions that have been identified as 
‘worst forms’, and as requiring an immediate and effective action for their prevention and 
eradication. Unfortunately, the work that these children do is often deemed absolutely 
necessary for their own survival and that of their families. Therefore, instead of an immediate 
eradication of child labour, quite a number of child labour specialists have argued that the 
focus should be on first ameliorating the circumstances under which children are made to 
work.  

Ameliorating working conditions involves an organised effort. One could imagine civil 
society organisations, including trade unions and employers’ organisations, taking up this 
challenge and in the process working towards the abolition of child labour altogether. 
However, one particular section of the child labour activism camp objects to this approach, 
namely those who have taken concepts such as ‘participation’ and ‘self-liberation’ to their 
extreme consequence: children have to be organised in labour unions exclusively for children 
and (ideally) by children. They refer to the Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC), and 
particularly to those rights outlining the right to participation. One of the main demands is that 
children are given the right to have a say in matters concerning them.  

These child labour activists are ideologically defined as ‘regulationists’. They have taken 
a stand against the ‘abolitionists’, who advocate the total and immediate abolition of child 
labour (see in Myers & Boyden 1998 and in Lieten & White 2001). The Latin American 
context, in particular, has seen a relentless battle between the abolicionistas and the 
regulacionistas. It is argued by the regulacionistas that not only do children often have to 
work for survival, but that they should even have the right to work. Organisations of working 
children should fight for such a right to work and see to it that the work does not become 
exploitative.  

A number of working children have organised themselves in various countries on different 
continents. The last two decades have even seen the rise of an international working 
children’s movement. This movement consists of a network of working children’s 
organisations and was founded at the First International Meeting of Working Children in 
Kundapur, India, in 1996. One of the outcomes was the so-called ‘Kundapur Declaration’, 
which outlined their common position. Over the last decade, subsequent meetings and 
declarations have followed. In 2004, the ‘Berlin Declaration’ expressed a definite opposition 
to ILO policies aimed at abolishment, while emphasizing a right to dignified work.  

The IREWOC project on working children’s organisations took a closer look at the 
different organisations that make up this international network. Field research was carried out 
within different organisations and movements in Latin America, West and East Africa and 
India between early 2004 and mid 2005.  
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The research looked at the general question as to which strategies and measures are 
conducive in ensuring the best interests of child labourers. It was intended to give an informed 
answer as to whether child labour organisations make sense as a best practice. The purpose of 
the research was to analyse how working children in selected developing countries have been 
organised, and how, by their participation/non-participation in organised movements, they 
have effected changes in their working circumstances, in their self-esteems and in their 
prospects. The goal was to be informed by realities at the grassroots level.  

Three movements deserve particular attention: Manthoc in Peru, CWC in Bangalore 
(India) and the Mouvement Africain des Enfants et Jeunes Travailleurs (MAEJT) in West 
Africa. They have similar approaches and objectives and are important representatives of the 
ideological camp of the regulacionistas.   

They oppose the ILO and argue that the fight should be for child work with dignity 
instead of abolition of child labour. Strong emphasis is put on the concepts of child 
participation and child agency. The organisations strive to offer an environment in which the 
children can interact, reflect upon their reality and come up with solutions. Additionally 
organised children are said to have a decisive voice in the decision making process within the 
organisations. Children are presented as the official owners of the organisations and they 
supposedly organise themselves according to their own priorities and needs. The children are 
responsible for changing their own working and living conditions, and are expected to call 
upon their own agency to do so. So, within the system of these organisations, working 
children are seen as social subjects, and as independent individuals who can judge and design 
their own lives. The different country reports below discuss in what ways the organisations 
are successful in fulfilling their aims.   

The participation of the children was studied, but was also a research method. An 
approach that puts child participation at the centre means that children are given a voice to 
formulate their perception of the organisations and assessing the impact on their own lives. 
These voices and perceptions form the core base of the IREWOC studies presented here.  

Fortunately, access to the children was kindly granted by the adult gatekeepers of the 
organisations and the children were all too happy to tell their stories. The only exception was 
CWC in Bangalore, which turned out to be uncooperative when they realised that we were 
interested in more than just ‘a guided tour’, resulting in severely restricted access. Luckily the 
other organisations were more transparent, accommodating and supportive. Our gratitude 
goes out to the children and adults of the respective organisations who made this research 
possible.  
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    Boy from El Alto, Bolivia, cutting tin 
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Two boys working as porters in the Mercado Mayor de Frutas in Lima; both are members of the working 

children’s union Colibri 
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El Movimiento de NATs in Bolivia and Peru 
 
Marten van den Berge 
 
 
 
In Latin America, research for the Participation and Unionisation project was carried out in 
Bolivia and Peru. In Peru fieldwork was undertaken within the two national working children 
movements MANTHOC1 and MNNATSOP2. In Bolivia the La Paz chapter of the 
UNATsBO3 was extensively studied. To be able to compare the working children movements 
with trade union movements, two formal adult labour unions, to which children are allowed to 
belong, were studied in the Major Fruit Market of Lima. 
 
 
Latin America: regulacionistas versus abolicionistas 
The Movement of Working Children (Movimiento de NATs) in Latin America has had a long 
history with an important role in the field of child labour issues on a regional as well as on an 
international level. The Movimiento de NATs can be classified ideologically as 
regulacionistas. Regulacionista theory holds that the focus of solving the problem of child 
labour should be on ameliorating the working conditions of child labourers. More 
importantly, child agency should be relied on in effecting the changes. The abolicionistas on 
the other hand strive to eliminate all forms of child labour and tend to rely more on the 
intervention by adults to provide charity and protection to children. The ILO, UNICEF and 
the Peruvian and Bolivian governments are the important representatives of the abolicionista 
camp. The lack of collaboration and hostile attitude between the two sides is striking. 

Whereas at the ideological level there appears to be a clear and unbridgeable divergence, 
in the field these differences become less defined. Closer inspection reveals that different 
organisations seem to have a different understanding of what regulacionista and abolicionista 
principles mean and hold different opinions of how to put them into practice. Reality often 
forces the organisations to compromise in their actions, yet preserve their original principles. 
This explains why organisations that belong to the same ideological camp can implement a 
wide range of dissimilar projects with a variety of objectives. Likewise, some organisations 

                                                 
1 MANTHOC: Movimiento de Adolecentes y Ninos Trabajadores Hijos de Cristianos (Movement of Working 

Children and Adolescents from Christian Working Class Families). MANTHOC is made up of grassroots 

groups. These were studied in Lima, Cajamarca and Cusco. 
2 MNNATSOP: Movimiento Nacional de Ninos y Adolecentes Trabajadores Organisados de Peru (National 

Peruvian Movement of Organised Working Children and Adolescents). MNNATSOP is the umbrella 

organisation of various Peruvian Working Children’s Organisations. In Lima the grassroots groups of 

MANTHOC and Colibri were studied. In Cusco grassroots groups Qosqo Maki and ELIM were studied.  
3 UNATsBO: Union de Ninos, Ninas y Adolecentes Trabajadores de Bolivia (Union of Bolivian Working 

Children and Adolescents). Umbrella organisation managing a very diverse spectrum of organisations, from 

formal NGOs to autonomous child groups. In La Paz the following member organisations were studied: Enda 

Bolivia, Wiphala, O’qarikuna, Ecosolidar, Mi Casa, Solitarios and Sagrados Corazones.  
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that ideologically oppose each other, find that they implement similar types of projects4. The 
ideological rhetoric used by representatives of organisations working on child labour issues, 
in both Peru and Bolivia, does therefore often appear to be a poor reflection of reality.  
 
 
The Children in the Organisations 
Together the Working Children’s Movements of Bolivia and Peru claim to represent over 
15.000 working children. The veracity of this claim is difficult to establish. More important to 
the research than numbers, was to find about the type of children the movements are able to 
reach.  

The majority of the children come from deprived families, who belong to the poorer 
socio-economic segments of society. When looking at the characteristics of the children it 
becomes clear that the organisations have difficulties in reaching the most needy and 
vulnerable child labourers. Observing the daily activities of the members, one could even 
question whether the majority of the organised children are child labourers at all: most of 
them are occupied by light tasks for only few hours a day, mostly within the family realm or 
in self-employed jobs.  

Whereas in some areas, particularly in the countryside of Peru, children were indeed 
performing heavier activities, such as working in agriculture, in Lima particularly, the 
majority seemed to be involved in light forms of work, such as helping in the household and 
working in small street trades. In UNATsBO the majority of the children were street workers, 
primarily shoe shiners. Few of the children were found to be working in hazardous working 
conditions or performing activities that endanger their physical and mental health. 
Additionally few members had difficulties combining their activities with education. If the 
ILO convention definition were to be applied to the members, then not many would be 
classified as child labourers. 

Considering gender, girls as well as boys seemed to be equally represented within 
Manthoc and MNNATSOP. While in UNATsBO, with a focus on street workers, girls were 
underrepresented. In the Peruvian organisations the majority of the children were under the 
age of 18. In the Bolivian organisations many members were adolescents above the age of 18. 

Overall, the members can be described as representing a specific segment of deprived 
children, of which young children who carry out heavy labour activities are underrepresented.  
 
Organisational structure and functioning  
The Working Children’s Movements consist of groups organised at the local, regional, 
national and international level. There are roughly three ways in which children can join the 
movement at the local level: through special recruitment drives5, attracted by the support 

                                                 
4 Colibri and Warma Tarinakuy for example, although formally in opposite theoretical camps, are both trying to 

improve working conditions of porters in Mercado Mayor de Frutas in Lima. In Bolivia abolicionista 

organisations such as Enda Bolivia were members of the regulacionista UNATsBO.  
5 MANTHOC and MNNATSOP organise working street children through a service called PRONATS. Other 

organisations work with ‘street educator’ and collaborators. 
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services6 and by hearing about it through others. Upon entering the movement, all local 
groups have to choose their representative. Additionally, at the regional and national level 
delegates are chosen for representation at the higher level. The children chose their 
representatives through elections. While we observed children actively participate in these 
elections, we also observed cases in which they where influenced by adults and in which 
adults had decided who should be elected.  

The movements, in policy documents and in external assessments, are said to be owned by 
the children themselves. In each organisation groups of children were indeed found to be 
actively involved. At the same time, however, it was noted that adults have played and still 
play an important role. The founders of the movements were adolescents and adults, and they 
are still present within all layers of the organisations as official representatives, directors, 
educators and collaborators7. It would be more appropriate, for this reason, to consider the 
Working Children’s Movements as movements for children and adults rather than for children 
and adolescents alone. Looking at how the children and the adults relate to one another tells a 
lot about the functioning of the movements.  

The children were offered opportunities to participate in different aspects of the 
organisations. In this respect, there seemed to be more opportunities for child participation 
than in the adult-led labour unions which we also studied. The children we spoke to clearly 
valued these opportunities as it made them feel “taken into account” and “taken seriously”. 
However, except for a few autonomous children’s groups in Bolivia, adults still appeared to 
have a significant influence on the decision making process. In some organisations, such as 
ELIM in Peru and Sagrados Corazones in Bolivia, the decision making process was not even 
open to children.  

The children within MANTHOC and MNNATSOP were strongly influenced (guided and 
counselled) in their decision making by the ‘supporting’ educational institutes INFANT and 
IFEJANT, which were entirely run by adults.8 These two institutes are responsible for the 
process of ‘formation’, through which the children are taught to analytically perceive their 
reality and are supplied with the information to base their decisions on. By studying this 
process it became clear that the information supplied is ideologically streamlined, as children 
are educated to perceive child labour issues from a regulationista perspective, with other 
points of view being excluded.9 

During the fieldwork it became apparent that the elected representatives, especially at 
higher levels of organisation, were not really representative of the mass of working children. 
Most representatives on the national level hardly work at all, and sometimes have barely 

                                                 
6 These services mainly include cheap lunches, cheap or free shelters and free non-formal education. 
7 Depending on the organisations, the concepts of ‘educators’ and ‘collaborators’ are used for the adults that 

guide the children in their group activities. 
8 The institutes were founded by Alejandro Cussianovisch Villaran, the ideological father of MANTHOC and 

MNNATSOP and one of the most influential scholars of the regulacionista theory. 
9 The influence of these institutes was also notable in Bolivia. At time of the research a rule was established 

within UNATsBO that only adults who passed a course of IFEJANT could become collaborators within the 

Movement.  
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worked before10. Members resent this social distance and feel that they are not being properly 
represented. These feelings of resentment and distance are mostly reinforced as delegates, 
once they move into the national committees, fail to communicate properly with the 
grassroots groups they came from. The children from local groups of MNNATSOP and 
MANTHOC mentioned communication failure as one of the major problems within the 
organisation. In the La Paz department of UNATsBO the majority of the members in the local 
organisations were not even aware of the activities of the mother organisation. 
 
Impact 
The research went on to measure the impact of the Working Children’s Movements on 
changes in the working children’s self-esteem, their future perspectives and their working 
circumstances. Regarding the organisations in Bolivia and Peru the following conclusions 
were reached. 

The participation in the movement can affect positive changes in the children’s self-
esteem. Some children grow more assertive in speaking up for themselves and on speaking in 
public. Children reported losing their fear of voicing their opinion in the classrooms at school, 
to their bosses at work and to their parents. There were, however, also children that expressed 
various ideas about improving their self-esteem, but did not apply it to their own individual 
situation, indicating that the theory was not always met by effective changes. Especially timid 
children within the movements seemed to be overshadowed by the children who grew ever 
more assertive. Also it was noted that a growing assertiveness can have its downside: some 
parents mentioned that their children had become too forward and this resulted in, for 
example, children confronting parents and refusing to do their homework or to take 
responsibility for certain household chores.  

Life stories of ex-organised children showed that whereas the conditions of some children 
had improved, that of other children had not. A combination of personal characteristics and 
structural constrains seemed to determine the impact of the children’s organisations on the 
prospects of their members. Children who live in extreme poverty profit less from the 
opportunities that the children’s organisations offer, because they seldom have enough time to 
spend. It must be noted that it was difficult to recognise the cause and effect in this issue, as 
the organisations do not systematically keep track of the children who leave the organisations.  

In affecting changes to the working conditions the movements rely on the child agency 
perspective. In the local groups adults help the children to assess and understand their realities 
and to formulate solutions to their problems. The children are responsible for the 
implementation of those solutions. Indeed, the children are seen as social subjects who can 
design their lives themselves.  

Although it is supposedly one of the fundamental objectives of the Working Children’s 
Movements, for most children changing their working conditions did not appear to be an 
issue. The majority of children did not experience their working conditions as bad, or they 
were simply not working in the first place.  

In only a few cases were working children actually able to improve their working 
conditions. Self-organisation provided some children with increased resilience, enabling them 

                                                 
10 An exception in this case is the UNATsBO in La Paz which was represented by two ex-child labourers. 
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to face temporary setbacks in their family situation as well as in their working situation. For 
example, groups were reported to have set up saving systems with which they were able to 
buy necessary protection tools for on the ‘work floor’11. Resilience was also improved by the 
child’s rights education offered by the organisations. The knowledge of these rights gave 
some children the confidence to stand up to abusive employers, costumers and/or police.  

However, these improvements appeared to be true for children whose conditions where 
not so bad to start off with. The children who found themselves in the most difficult working 
conditions appeared to be the least likely to bring about change to their working conditions. 
The inability of these most vulnerable children to improve their situations is related to the 
structural constraints under which these children have to live and work. The severe poverty of 
their families forces the children to work. These children often prefer to endure exploitation 
and abuse rather than to stand up for their rights and risk losing their necessary income.  

Additionally, children who live in extreme poverty and who work in the worst conditions 
don’t have time to invest in their organisation. They are often unable to participate in the 
child’s rights workshops or attend the regular meetings; and if they do, they are tired and 
therefore unable to participate fully. These children have to focus all their energy on hard 
work rather than on being an active member of a movement. For the children working under 
the worst conditions, the movements hardly offer a satisfactory solution for the problems they 
experience in the labour realm. 

Although the movements did not appear to be helpful for the worst cases of child labour, 
the extension services that they provide are nevertheless experienced as attractive, also by the 
parents. The cheap lunch services provided by the shelters of MANTHOC were used by many 
children living and working in the neighbourhoods. The non-formal education offered by the 
different organisations was seen as a valuable complement to the bad quality of the formal 
public school system. Also, the different employment projects offered by the organisations 
were popular. These offer light paid work within the structures of the organisation for the 
child members. This particular service was considered a useful way for children to gain some 
working experience, and to get some additional income when parents were unable to find 
jobs. The dormitories in the movements’ shelters attracted many children. All these services 
contribute to the functioning of the organisations.  

Although the majority of children who use the services come from poor families, the 
neediest children are again not reached. Additionally, parents and children commented that, 
besides supplying services, the working children’s movements should widen their activities to 
include more long term strategies, such as improvements in the formal education system and 
creating job opportunities for the parents. Expanding the existing lobbying and advocacy 
initiatives could contribute to the structural long term solutions.  

The majority of organised children were found to value their participation, since it 
provides them with friendship, affection and adventure. In the case of working street children 
the organisations were sometimes even perceived as ‘substitute families’, which provide a 
safer and more caring environment than their family situations at home. The children clearly 
enjoyed the games played, the participation in the meetings, discussing various themes 

                                                 
11 In the case of a group of children working as car washers in Cusco, they were in this way able to buy rubber 

boots to keep their feet from getting too cold. 
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together and meeting children from different parts of the country. The organisations appear to 
provide for the affective and protective needs of the children.  

The study thus indicates that the movements, by organising children and offering child’s 
rights education, do affect changes to the self-esteems, prospects and working conditions of 
certain children. However, there are major difficulties in including the neediest and most 
vulnerable child labourers. Additionally, when these children are included, they are the least 
likely to benefit from what the organisation offers them. The movements should be credited 
for supplying certain opportunities and services for poor children in general, but fall short in 
providing a direct solution to the problem of child labour. 
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Boy shining shoes at Connaught Place in Delhi, India 
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Working Children’s Organisations in India 
 
Heike Roschanski 
 
 
 
According to the 2001 Census, India, with its 342 million children, has the largest child 
population in the world. Governmental statistics, based on the Census of 1991, peg the 
number of child labourers at 11.312 million, whereas NGO estimates range from 44 to 100 
million. In recognition of the need for action, the Indian government, international and 
national NGOs, as well as grassroots organisations have set up programmes which vary not 
only in scope, but also in set priorities and underlying concepts of child labour and its root 
causes.  

Most initiatives regarding child labour are focused on eradication; organisations striving 
for regulation and the rights of children as workers are neither widespread nor common. It is 
important to stress however, that the clear distinction made between the two legal and 
ideological constructs (‘regulation’ and ‘abolition’) is less defined at the level of practice. 
There are many forms of child labour that are deemed to be intolerable even by those pleading 
for regulation and some organisations that uncompromisingly argue the case for abolition, 
like the ILO and UNICEF, actually run and support measures at the grassroots level that are 
aimed at phasing out work gradually, recognising that immediate withdrawal could have 
severe and unwanted consequences. At grassroots levels, organisations adopt a pragmatic 
approach with a certain amount of flexibility.  
 
 
The Organisations 
Research in India was carried out in Delhi and Bangalore and focused on two organisations, 
the Bal Mazdoor Union in Delhi and Hasiru Sangha  in Bangalore; limited data on a third 
organisation, Bhima Sangha, has also been included. Research access in the third case was 
severely restricted by the adult leaders of the supporting organisation. The three working 
children’s organisations are run and supported (to different degrees) by adult ‘mother 
organisations’: Butterflies, APSA and CWC respectively.  
1. Butterflies has been in operation since 1989, located in Delhi. It is a child-centred NGO 

that runs and supports a variety of projects and activities, with the main focus on street 
and working children. The Bal Mazdoor Union grew out of other programmes run by 
Butterflies, and was initially set up as a ‘trade union’ for working children. Currently 
however, the mandate has widened and the organisation prefers to be seen as a working 
children’s collective, focussing on child rights. The Butterflies programme is based on the 
belief that street and working children can and should be ‘empowered’ in such as way that 
they become self-reliant and able to claim their rights13. 

                                                 
12 Government of India (2002) National Human Development Report 2001. New Delhi: Planning Commission 
13 www.butterflieschildrights.org 
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2. The Association for the Promotion of Social Action (APSA) in Bangalore supports the 
working children’s union Hasiru Sangha (Green Union), which forms only a small 
component within APSA’s larger programme. APSA not only runs projects that directly 
target children, but also projects aimed at the wider community in which they live. 
Although putting great emphasis on children’s participation in all programmes, APSA 
remains a strong advocate for child protection, especially in the case of children below the 
age of 14. 

3. The Concerned for Working Children (CWC) has been active in the field of child labour 
issues since 1985 and shares its roots with APSA. The working children’s union Bhima 
Sangha was also initially created as a union to defend children’s rights as workers, but has 
grown into an organisation also open to school going children, and now addresses a wider 
array of social issues14.  

 
 
The members 
Among the members of working children’s organisations in India are street children, self 
employed working children, children working in a variety of occupations within the informal 
sector of the economy (in or outside their family), as well as quite a number of former child 
workers. While membership is open to children between the ages of 6 and 18, active members 
are rarely younger than 12, and more often above 14.  
 
The Bal Mazdoor Union in New Delhi is said to represent around 500 children, of which the 
vast majority are boys. The members of the Union can be divided into two main groups: 
firstly street children living without or with only marginal contact with their family, and 
secondly, children working on the streets but returning home at night, which includes the 
children who live with their families on the streets. The union does not have a formalised 
membership procedure, and in theory, any street and working child between the ages of 6 and 
18 can become a member. Children join the organisation informally through contact points 
throughout the city, through the services offered by their adult supporting organisation or 
through hearsay. The specific local group of which the children become members is defined 
by the geographical context rather than by the kind of work that the children are involved in.  

The majority of children work as rag pickers; work they do either to support themselves or 
to contribute to their family’s income. Other occupations include street vending, ‘wedding 
work’, and work in tea stalls or restaurants. The work load and hours are irregular, in most 
cases ranging from 2-3 hours to a full 8-10 hour day, or even more. The children most 
actively involved in the union tend to work less, but nearly all members are economically 
active. The majority of active members combine work with education.  
Hasiru Sangha in Bangalore also counts approximately 500 children as their members. This 
Union allows a wider variety of children into its ranks, with boys and girls being equally 
represented. Children work either full time or part time, but a substantial part of Hasiru 
Sangha’s active membership is made up by former child labourers, who are now following an 
education programme with direct or indirect support from APSA. Children working full time 
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make up only a minority of the members and include mainly adolescents between 15 and 18 
years. Occupations and activities of children include construction work, work in garages or 
welding shops, and domestic work. Local chapters have been formed in areas where APSA 
runs supplementary activities and where children have been found out of school and/or 
working. “Child labour” is defined rather broadly by APSA and also includes children out of 
school as “potential child labourers”.  
 
Bhima Sangha, in contrast to the previous two organisations is spread out over a large 
geographical area. It has chapters throughout the state of Karnataka and claims to have 13.000 
members. Within the scope of this study, only 2 urban chapters in Bangalore were included; 
the members of those two groups were a mix of children working full-time in construction, 
garages, or shops and restaurants, children working part time while attending school and also 
children merely “helping at home”.   

The membership composition of the organisations may differ substantially, but they have 
one problem in common: they all experience difficulties in reaching children working full 
time or in hazardous and exploitative conditions.  
 
 
Activities and Achievements 
The working children’s organisations and their activities cannot be seen in isolation from their 
supporting (adult) organisations. Adults initially set up the children’s organisations and 
continue to play an important role as educators or facilitators. Activities managed by the 
children’s organisations either overlap with or are complemented by those of their mother 
organisation. 

The mother organisations provide different services to the children, addressing the needs 
that the children’s organisations do not or cannot address; they also logistically and 
financially support the activities, sometimes quite substantially. Among the services provided 
are basic and non-formal education programmes, support in mainstreaming into governmental 
schools, vocational training and health care. Education is a key aspect in all programmes, but 
the organisations depart from different premises, and face various challenges, when looking 
for the balance between work and schooling. The mobility of street children and the lack of 
infrastructure make it especially challenging for Butterflies to attract and retain children in 
education programmes. While APSA’s goal is always to guide children into the formal 
system, CWC stresses the importance to adapt to the needs of working children and not vice 
versa.  

The most immediate and tangible benefits for children themselves are those derived from 
the access to these services. Since the majority of union members, whether they are working 
or not, have only limited or no access to public services and facilities, this constitutes a major 
reason and motivation to join the organisations. This appears to be more important than a 
direct improvement in their working conditions, if they are working.  

Activities to improve the working conditions of their members are generally limited. This 
is particularly the case with Hasiru Sangha. Improvement of working conditions is no major 
goal, since it is both recognised as very difficult to achieve, but more importantly, because the 
priority is school enrolment rather than (regulated) work. In the case of the Bal Mazdoor 
Union, members have successfully claimed outstanding payments from employers on several 
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occasions. A more important effect is that being part of a group offers relative protection from 
abuse by authorities and a generally unsympathetic public; protection is an issue greatly 
valued by children living without family support. Alternative employment has been found for 
children engaged in begging, and loans have been provided on several occasions when 
children above the age of 14 wanted to start a small venture.   

Central to the children’s organisations are the regular meetings of local groups or 
chapters, with the aim to share information, discuss problems and seek solutions. The 
meetings are complemented by training on particular issues, such as preventative health care 
and child’s rights. Self-esteem and confidence are difficult to ‘measure’ but these are 
important goals that children’s organisations strive to achieve. Children themselves comment 
on the benefit of these meetings as ‘learning new things’, and ‘not being so afraid or shy 
anymore’ as well as ‘learning how to talk’. This seems to indicate that ’self-esteem’ has 
indeed been advanced. 

When addressing wider social issues, the organisations encounter constraints from within 
the community, where participation of children is not yet widely accepted. This can have 
adverse effects on the organisation as such, their individual members and girls in particular. 
This problem appears to be amplified in communities with the most acute material needs, 
where welfare measures are more appreciated and prioritised than a focus on rights and 
empowerment. Acceptance is greatest where children’s projects are balanced with other 
(welfare) measures and especially where results are ‘visible’.  

Initiatives aimed at ‘increased participation and empowerment’ have the greatest impact 
on children with an already outspoken and assertive personality. It is mainly these individuals 
who benefit most from vocational or other training and employment opportunities within the 
organisations. Children taking on an active role have a chance to make ‘a career’ within the 
organisation when they turn 18. In several cases, youths were employed by the supporting 
NGO as educators, facilitators or in other functions. Many children which had gained access 
to training opportunities were themselves optimistic regarding their prospects. In several cases 
youths found employment, which they reported to have been out of their reach without the 
support they received. This support, however, was provided by the supporting NGO, rather 
than the child unions. 

Lobbying and advocacy are also part of the organisations’ agendas, and take place on 
different levels: within the local communities, on state and national level and internationally. 
Communities are mobilised through cultural events and theatre plays, in which child labour 
and other social issues are addressed. The organisations have also participated in area surveys, 
mapping school attendance and child labour, generating data to be used in programming. This 
has proven successful, mainly in areas where children’s organisations are integrated with 
other activities by their supporting organisations. 

At the state, national and international level, representatives of children’s organisations 
have helped to raise awareness of child labour issues in particular and child right’s issues in 
general. An emphasis on children’s rights as workers however, tends to sharpen polarisation 
of opinion and may thereby prove counterproductive, the more so since the organisations’ 
interpretation of work is not always congruent with a generally held notion of ‘child labour’.  

In all cases, children value the organisations as providing social spaces and localities 
where they can meet other children, make friends and play. These opportunities are otherwise 
rare, both for street children as for children living in urban slums. Children therefore 
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frequently commented positively on having a ‘safe place for themselves’. It appeared that the 
need or wish for such a safe place is not directly related to the work, but rather to the living 
situation of the child.  

 
Impact/ Implications 
Although the working children’s unions are intended to be by and for children, adults still 
play a substantial role in all three children’s unions discussed here. Adults are present during 
nearly all activities, and ‘educators’ or ‘facilitators’ play an active role in meetings and steer 
or direct the activities and discussions. This can be positive in the sense of guidance and 
protection for children, as adults are always around and can be approached by the children if 
the need arises, and children frequently make use of this. Adults have a central role to fulfil in 
cases where action has to be taken against abusive authorities or employers. 

On the other hand, and contrary to the image that is being projected, working children’s 
unions form an integral part of the programme of the supporting organisation rather than 
operating independently from, or in partnership with, them. This means that actions and 
opinions tend to reflect the vision of the supporting organisation rather than being genuinely 
expressed by children themselves. 

The research showed that working children’s organisations only reach a small proportion 
of their actual target group. Children with the longest working hours or the worst working 
conditions are either not targeted in the first place or cannot be reached. The majority of 
members are self-employed, working part-time or are not working at all. Self-organisation of 
working children is time consuming for the members, and spare time is very scarce for 
working children. Children working for an employer or who are fully dependent on their 
income, find it very difficult to improve their working conditions as there are too many 
structural problems in their way; problems that the union cannot directly address. Sectors in 
which most children work are closed to public scrutiny and exploitative employers will not 
permit access by outsiders or tolerate the children to be organised. Even if organised, these 
children have very little bargaining power.  

 
 

Conclusion 
Working children’s organisations in India are in fact child rights organisations, and an 
important aspect is that their members are vulnerable, not primarily as working children but as 
deprived children in general, due to their socio-economic background. Working children’s 
organisations have an important role to fulfil in advocating and lobbying for child rights:  
·  provide a safe and stimulating environment that enables children to interact and to learn;  
·  stimulate children’s participation and mobilise their immediate communities and draw 

attention to social problems; 
·  contribute, through public action, to the pressure being put on duty bearers to address 

structural problems that perpetuate child labour. 
 
However, improvement of the working and living conditions depend for a large part on the 
services and alternatives provided, and these working children’s organisations do not offer a 
suitable alternative to other strategies addressing child labour, certainly not in its worst forms. 
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Staying alive by sorting through left-over pieces of coal, on the Kigali market in Rwanda 
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Child Labour Unions: AEJT Senegal 
 
Godefroid Nimbona and Kristoffel Lieten 
 
 
 
ENDA Jeunesse was set up in Dakar, Senegal, in 1985 in response to emerging issues of child 
neglect, particularly around the issue of street children and housemaids. Up to around 1990, 
the approach had been to make decisions and act on behalf of the children. It was then 
decided, in the wake of the UN CRC, that ENDA would start to support child protagonism, 
whereby the children themselves take part in decision making and the adults support them in 
their initiatives.  

ENDA has played a decisive role in the formation of the MAEJT, and continues to do so, 
but officially it is stressed that the children manage the organisation themselves and that 
ENDA is only a technical support structure (structure d’appui technique). This structure 
provides a number of supporting mechanisms that help the children in building up expertise 
and guide them in vocational training, awareness raising campaigns, in lobbying with national 
authorities and international organisations and in bringing out the high-profile publications in 
French and English.  

When the MAEJT was created in 1994, child delegates from five African countries were 
present. In the course of the next ten years many local groups in various African countries 
were added. The MAEJT claims to now represent 400 groups in 57 towns in 18 countries.  
 
 
Membership 
All working children and youths are potential members of the movement, but very few 
children are actually recorded as being members of a groupe de base (local group of the 
MAEJT). According to the official figures, the MAEJT membership in Dakar is only 1653. In 
Dakar alone, which has a population of 3 million, the number of ‘Enfants en Situation 
Difficile’  is estimated to be as high as 400.000. In Senegal, in the year 2000, 37% of children 
in the 5-15 age group were said to be involved in child labour  

The members of the MAEJT are referred to as ‘Enfants et Jeunes Travailleurs’ (EJT). A 
working child (enfant travailleur) is defined by ENDA as a person under the age of 18 for 
whom the daily principal activity is work, and a working youth (jeune travailleur) is aged 
between 19 -30 years. (Coly, 2003) 
 
The MAEJT’s beneficiaries thus include persons that are well above the age of childhood. As 
a matter of fact, the average age of the respondents in this survey was 17.8 years. According 
to the ILO definition, which is generally accepted as a good indicator for delineating child 
labour, persons above the age of 14 should be allowed to work. A child between the ages of 
14 and 18 is only considered to be a child labourer if it is involved in dangerous or unhealthy 
activities. Many of the EJTs, it therefore appears, do not fall in the category of child labourer 
according to the ILO definition.  

ENDA works with a conception of child labour that includes all types of work, even jobs 
carried out by adolescents that are perfectly permissible by ILO norms. The consequence of 
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this is that many of the children brought together, and given material support, are far removed 
from those children ordinarily considered to be child labourers. The worst forms of child 
labour fail to be targeted and by spreading the message that ‘children’ should have the right to 
work pushes the urgency to address these labour conditions into the background. 

The MAEJT aims to provide two basic services to its members: 1) training courses 
(mainly tailoring) and literacy education, and 2) provision of small loans. The loans should 
enable those youths who have successfully completed the training and/or literacy courses to 
start up an individually owned income-generating business.  

The MAEJT appears to be attracting children who already are, in some way, helping 
themselves. It seems barely interested in the invisible and therefore vulnerable working child. 
The majority is made up of young upwardly mobile and assertive adults. They often have 
discontinued their studies and have started an independent business as a dressmaker or a 
hairdresser. They join because they calculate that they can benefit from the training courses 
and possibly get financial support to set up a business. Adults supporting the AEJT-Dakar 
acknowledged that the beneficiaries no longer correspond with their initial target groups.  
 
 
Participation and Groupes de Base 
In the participatory approach, which ENDA enforces, working children take initiative, carry 
out projects and organise themselves into associations. The supporting structures of the adults 
(such as ENDA and its partner NGOs) simply guide the EJTs. ENDA claims that the 
problems of children with different interests and different levels of development can be 
overcome by analysing the objectives together with the children and involving them to find 
solutions. The participatory methods make the children actors in the improvement of their 
conditions of existence.  

In the absence of animateurs and moniteurs (the supervisory and supporting adults), the 
groups of children were found to stop functioning. The malfunctioning of the groups, when 
left to their own devices, indicates the limited potential of self-regulating by children, even 
though the children are in fact mostly adolescents. We noted that the paid functionaries 
working for ENDA were often vital for any group functioning. Irregularity of attendance by 
EJTs, moniteurs, and animateurs is seemingly a major problem in the organisation.  

Real participation in decision making by EJTs is not apparent. The adolescents who 
participate within the discussion framework provided by the moniteurs are, without exception, 
well-groomed girls and boys who already have capacities, drive, social capital and aspirations. 
  
 
Training and Communication 
The MAEJT has quite an active official presence at the national and international level. These 
‘big events’ usually have children in the forefront and suggest that children are in command 
or at least that the authentic voice of the African working child is being heard. The 
participation of children at these meetings is seen as a sign of a high degree of participation by 
working children.  

The EJTs who participate in important events, in training workshops and in committees 
and meetings are basically chosen by the animateurs and are not elected by the EJT comrades. 
The delegates we saw, whilst attending some meetings, were a handpicked few who turned up 
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at each major event. Events and meetings are not followed-up with feed back to the members, 
which could improve the transmission of information back to the grassroots. The functioning 
as a democratic body requires an adequate communication system and that does not seem to 
be in place. 

The publications of ENDA and the MAEJT are written in a formal style, and in foreign 
languages (French or English), inaccessible even to the literate child. With the exception of 
the ainés (adult members with participatory experience), members did not know much about 
their own organisation. 
 
 
Priorities 
ENDA relies on many sponsors (including the government, UNICEF, ILO and various child-
centred organisations) and is active in the very broad field of child issues. The target group is 
thus largely undefined. This situation enables ENDA to do interesting work that is appreciated 
by various donors, but the price has been a marginalisation of the initial target group of child 
labourers.  

Priorities appear to be set according to what the donors would like rather than what is 
most urgently needed for the child labourers and deprived children in general. Since child 
trafficking, AIDS and participation are very much on the agenda of international 
organisations, these issues get highlighted in the projects and activities. Other problems, 
which are at least as serious, if not more so, like poverty, malaria and non-enrolment in 
schools, do not seem to interesting enough to the organisation.  
 
 
Conclusion 
The data collected during fieldwork, by studying the organisation and the groupes de base, 
and by conducting interviews with the ordinary members, led to the following conclusions: 
·  Despite the impression that ENDA and MAEJT continue to communicate, most of their 

members are neither children nor labourers, and therefore hardly child labourers. There is 
no active policy to go around mobilising new child labour members or getting absent 
members back into the group.  

·  The functioning of the groupes de base needs serious attention, for various reasons. 
Despite the impressive statements on active child involvement in decision making and 
running their own organisation, groupes de base function only when adult moniteurs are 
present; they, rather than the children, set the agenda and guide the outcome. 

·  The direct effects for a limited number of children/adolescents are obvious: birth 
certificates, vocational training, micro-credits, (inter)national workshops, etc. However, 
the benefits are individualised; members who cannot avail of the benefits tend to drop-out.  

·  Communication between EJTs themselves, which is a prerequisite not only for 
participation but also for the diffusion of information and transfer of knowledge, hardly 
exists. The technical support services remain in the high echelons of the organisation, 
without much impact on the ordinary children in the groupes de base.  

·  The claim that the MAEJT is a representative organisation of child labourers in Senegal is 
not accurate. Whatever its past, its present functioning is putting so much emphasis on the 
training and grooming of a limited number of adolescents that it has acquired more the 
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character of a vocational training institute and that its activities and interventions cannot 
possibly be classified as those of a child labour movement.  
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On the left: the national delegate of AEJT-Togo poses in front of a sewing machine in their club house 
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Child Labour Organisations in Eastern Africa Still in the 
Making 
 
Godefroid Nimbona 
 
 
 
Over the years, the MAEJT has been expanding from Western Africa into Eastern Africa. 
After the study in West Africa in July 2004, IREWOC studied a number of associations 
within the MAEJT in East Africa (Ethiopia, Kenya and Rwanda) between November 2004 
and February 2005. The MAEJT has a sub-region that covers East, Central and Southern 
Africa (created in 2003), with its head office in Harare. Ethiopia and Rwanda were admitted 
as members. The MAEJT also went into Kenya in search of partners, motivated by its 
longstanding contacts with the Undugu Society in Nairobi, but the society is as yet not 
officially a member of the MAEJT.  
 
 
Ethiopia and Kenya 
Ethiopia’s population structure is typical of many developing countries, with a relatively high 
child population compared to its adult population. In 2003, according to UNICEF, the share 
of the population under 18 years was estimated at 52% (UNICEF: The State of the World’s 
Children, 2005:126). The incidence of child labour is also very high. The Central Statistical 
Authority (the “2001 Ethiopian Stand Alone Child Labour Survey”15) estimated that about 
85% of the children were engaged in “some kind of activity”, generally in either production or 
in house keeping.  

There is a large number of child focused NGO’s in Addis Ababa, but few organisations 
are noticeably involved in child labour. Two NGO’s, namely the FSCE and the MCDP, work 
with the MAEJT. The interventions do not empower the street children they work with but 
merely rehabilitate those who are already offenders or victims of exploitation. Ethiopia 
became a member of the MAEJT in 2005, through the MCDP.  

The Multi-Purpose Community Development Project (MCDP) is a local NGO, established 
in 1998. Its activities are limited to the approximately 10.000 inhabitants of one area in Addis 
Ababa. The MCDP mission is to bring long lasting changes to the lives of the disadvantaged 
members of the community and to prevent children from hazardous forms of child labour. In 
reality, the EJT association was not functioning yet at the time of this study. 
 
Kenya is one of the countries in Africa where the reach and quality of education has 
considerably improved. These days, not many Chokola’s (street children, delinquents) are 
found in the streets, as they are no longer allowed to come into the centre of Nairobi. They 
stay in big slums, as the police chase street and working children out of the city centre. The 
government and child focused NGOs assert that they are supporting children at risk and those 

                                                 
15 This survey was the first of its kind to be conducted in the country. It was achieved conjointly by the Ministry 
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who are working in the worst forms of child labour. In our study on participation and 
organisation of working children, we visited a number of these NGOs, including ANPPCAN 
and the Undugu Society.  

The Undugu Society commenced in the 1970s with a child rehabilitation programme. The 
200-odd members receive full rehabilitation and formal schooling. Its approach is actually 
opposed to that of the MAEJT. Undugu chooses to emphasize rehabilitation and recognised 
forms of education. Parents rather than children are supported by the Income Generating 
Activities, so that they can send their children to school. Thus, the focus of Undugu is getting 
children into schools, rather than recognising their right to work.  

Undugu is affiliated to ANPPCAN (Africa Network for the Prevention and the Protection 
Against Child Abuse and Neglect), which has its headquarters in Nairobi and works in 20 
countries on the continent. The ANPPCAN intends to reduce the number of drop-outs and 
child labourers by trying to get them back into formal schools.  
 
It thus appears that the child focused organisations in Ethiopia and Kenya approach the issue 
of child labour from an abolitionist point of view. All organisations claim that they are 
committed to eradicating child labour. The general trend is that NGOs in East Africa prefer to 
involve adults in solving the problem, often in cooperation with corrective government 
departments; the NGOs in any case do not display much of an affinity with the child 
participation approach promoted by the MAEJT, even those who are considered as partners 
by the MAEJT.  
 
 
Working Children’s Organisations in Rwanda  
In this particular region of Africa, wars have been waged for more than a decade and children 
have undeniably been the worst victims. The massacres and the genocide of 1994 exacerbated 
the problem. A multitude of families were dislodged, countless parents were killed, others 
landed in prison and many of those who survived the massacres were handicapped. This 
situation left a lot of children to fend for themselves; it forced them to live in extreme poverty 
and work for their livelihoods.  

The Association des Enfants et Jeunes Travailleurs (AEJT), initiated by Caritas, is a 
partner organisation of the MAEJT. Staff members claim that, since joining the MAEJT, they 
are indeed changing their approach. Helping the working children to get organised into groups 
is said to be replacing the traditional approach of giving support or money to one individual. 
Empowerment, rather than rehabilitation, is now regarded as the key instrument for achieving 
sustainable change in the lives of the children. 

The Mayibobo (street children) are distinctive because they either work in the streets or 
just hang around in the streets. The Caritas centres function as meeting points between 
working/street children and school going children, who come for the midday meal. It is 
believed that the provision of the midday meal reduces the amount of time that the children 
need to work, because they no longer have to work for food. The centre thus reduces the 
labour time rather than eliminating it. This is especially relevant for ‘les enfants de la rue en 
puissance’, the children who are at risk of dropping out, but not for the poorest children 

There are many reasons why the children most at risk are not the ones being helped. 
Children working in households, like domestic workers, are difficult to reach and do not show 



 
 
 
 

29 

up at Caritas centres. Orphan children are likely to have poor social networks as their families 
have often been wiped out by the war. There are indeed many children who simply do not 
have the time, permission or opportunity, to go to child-oriented institutions. The substandard 
informal teaching at the centres does not add to their appeal. 
 
Caritas Rwanda decided to apply the MAEJT method and philosophy to dealing with working 
children and street child poverty. The result was the AEJT. Since joining the MAEJT, AEJT-
Rwanda has only operated in Kigali and the number of its members is small. Officially it is 
claimed that the association has 45 children aged between 9-15 years. However, the EJTs we 
saw were mostly young women and men around the age of 18.  

The functioning of the AEJT-Rwanda is actually restricted to some skill formation 
activities and income generating activities (IGA). The problem the association is facing is that 
members usually come to collect financial support, but then get less motivated when they 
don’t see a chance to get micro-credit. Decisions on the distribution of finances and election 
of delegates are made by Caritas through the president.  

Although the system is set up for younger children, the actual EJTs are adolescents of 
around 18 years who receive vocational skill training, communication skills and other 
MAEJT services like credit. As a matter of fact, only a working child above the age of 14 is 
expected to be a fully active member of the AEJT-Rwanda. It thus adheres to the ILO 
Convention 138.  
 
 
Conclusion 
The MAEJT policy approach is clearly not being implemented in Eastern Africa. The 
emphasis there is on providing education and rehabilitating street children. Child labour is not 
the focus of attention. 

In Rwanda, where Caritas has adopted the policy brief on participation and child labour 
associations, there is not much evidence of participation and the focus on the limited activities 
is on skill formation and the provision of entrepreneurial capital, which formally is restricted 
to children above 14 and by and large involves children who are substantially older. In 
practice, the organisation sticks to the ILO approach that children below 15 should not work. 
The reach of the organisation is very limited and the worst forms of child labour are not 
necessarily considered. 
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Young shoemakers in Kaya, Burkina Faso 
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Conclusion ‘Unionisation and Participation’ 
 
 
 
For the Unionisation and Participation research project IREWOC studied a wide range of 
Working Children’s Organisations in Africa, Asia and Latin-America. This conclusion 
summarises some of their shared characteristics, focusing on the central research question 
how working children in selected developing countries have been organised, and how, by 
their participation/non-participation in organised movements, they have effected changes in 
their working circumstances, in their self-esteems and in changing their perspectives for the 
future.  
 
 
Ideology versus practice 
Most working children’s organisations claim to adhere to the regulation theory, stating that 
total and immediate abolition is not the solution to the problem of child labour and that 
instead one should focus on ameliorating the children’s working conditions. 

Additionally they advocate children’s agency as a major force and support working 
children themselves initiating changes in their living and working conditions. Children are 
seen as social subjects capable of changing the structures of their own lives, rather than 
victims and recipients. This rhetoric certainly appears appealing, and underlines the rights to 
participation, which are outlined in the CRC, articles 12 to 15.  

During the course of the research it emerged that the regulation ideology was often not 
shared by children from the grassroots organisations. From the children’s point of view, 
regulation and improvement of working conditions was not always seen as a priority, and the 
preference was for alternatives to work whenever possible. Additionally, while firm in their 
ideology, it was noted that in the field the working children’s movements implement a wide 
range of different projects with various objectives, ranging from regulation to abolition.  
 
 
Organisational Structure 
Together the different working children movements claim to represent tens of thousands of 
working children worldwide. In terms of quantity, this claim is difficult to verify. However, 
looking at the characteristics of their members, the grand majority can be described as 
deprived children from poor socio-economic backgrounds. It was also discovered that not all 
members of working children’s organisations necessarily work, and that the kind of work 
done by the members varies, but often excludes full time work and labour. In fact, the very 
ability to engage in a working children’s organisation requires a child to have a flexible 
working schedule, through self employment, or be given permission by parents or employers 
to take time off for meetings and other activities. This results in an exclusion of children 
working under repressive conditions and who presumably are in most need of support. 

The working children’s organisations are said to be organisations run by children for 
children. In all cases, the supporting organisations claim to be just that: a structure providing 
advice, financial and logistical support, while the actual agenda, organisational objectives and 
priorities are set by the children themselves. Although in all organisations groups of children 
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were actively involved, it was also discovered that adults, in differing degrees, also play an 
important role. This does not necessarily negate the interests of children, but it goes counter to 
the idea and claim that children organise themselves, according to their own priorities and 
needs.  

The organisational structures within the organisations depend to a great extent on their 
respective sizes. Butterflies and Hasiru Sangha in India are local organisations with 
straightforward structures and little or no hierarchy, consisting of local chapters or groups. 
Both MAEJT and Manthoc have, as national (and trans-national) networks, very complex and 
hierarchical structures. In these national organisations the children higher up in the hierarchy 
were found to be non-representative for the mass of working children. Most representatives 
on the national level are hardly ever involved in work and sometimes have never worked 
before. There also appeared to be communication problems between these representatives and 
the local grassroots groups. National delegates, once they move into the national committees, 
often have poor communications with the grassroots groups they came from. Members of 
local grassroots organisations resent this social distance and feel that they are misrepresented.  
 
 
Impact 
Organisations seemed, to a certain extent, to succeed in enhancing the self-esteem and 
confidence of their members. Children reported losing their fear to speak in public, learning 
how to formulate an opinion and asking critical questions, all which they experienced as 
positive. Children also stated that they appreciate the environment in which they can feel safe, 
be listened to and be taken seriously. However, it was also noted that this primarily concerned 
a core group of children, which was probably more assertive to start with. Timid children 
seemed to be overshadowed.  

Organisations do offer their members some perspectives for the future. Some offer 
opportunities to work within the organisations themselves. These opportunities, however, are 
limited, since the organisation cannot possibly absorb all their members. The prospects for the 
children are also enhanced by the access to services provided to the members, most notably 
education and vocational training. However, it appeared that especially the poorest children 
are unable to profit from the possibilities, as they don’t have the time to participate in 
workshops, or profit from other opportunities offered. Furthermore, it was reported to be 
difficult to recognise the cause and effect in this issue, as the organisations do not 
systematically keep track of the children who leave the organisations.  

Although it is supposedly one of the fundamental objectives of the Working Children’s 
Movements, for most children changing their working conditions did not appear to be an 
issue. The majority of children did not experience their working conditions as bad, or they 
were simply not working in the first place. In only a few cases were working children actually 
able to improve their working conditions. These children were reported as being more capable 
of facing temporary setbacks and reacting more assertively in disputes with abusive 
policemen and employers. Overall, however, the children who found themselves in the most 
difficult working conditions appeared to be the least likely to make changes to their working 
conditions. When there is a essential need for an additional income, standing up for ones 
rights is often experienced to be impossible. These children often prefer to endure exploitation 
and abuse, rather than stand up for their rights and risk losing the vital income. For the 
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children working under the worst conditions, the movements hardly offer a satisfactory 
solution for the problems they experience in the labour realm.  

The children’s organisations have to be seen as a part of a larger programme run by their 
supporting organisations. The services provided by the adult ‘mother organisations’ appear to 
be a strong incentive for children to join an organisation in the first place. These services are 
frequently mentioned as the greatest benefit by both parents and children. Additionally, 
children value the organisations in terms of friendship, affection and adventure.  

 
The choice of target group: if child labour is being defined broadly so as to include deprived 
and vulnerable children and children out of school, then working children’s organisations can 
help to improve the lives of these children. 

If the focus is on child labour according to the definitions of the ILO and the Convention 
of the Rights of the Child, then working children’s organisations are severely limited in 
reaching this group. The working children’s organisations make a distinction between work 
and labour, between work that is acceptable or even beneficial and activities that are 
exploitative and harmful: “We are against exploitation at work but we are for work with 
dignity with hours adapted so that we have time for education and leisure.” (Kundapur 
Declaration, 1996). What is seen as acceptable work does generally not fall under child labour 
as defined in international conventions: child labour is not the core issue which these 
organisations are dealing with.  

The greatest impact and potential of working children’s organisations is reached in 
combination with services provided by the supporting (adult) organisations. It may even be 
argued that the latter necessarily provides the framework for the first. A rights-based approach 
to child labour, with children being visible and having a voice to claim rights, only has a 
limited impact if it isn’t integrated with welfare and development measures.  
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A shop near a bus stop in Oradora, Burkina Faso 
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Boy back in his home village with the bike he earned from working in the cotton fields 
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Child Labour Migration and Trafficking in Burkina F aso’s 
Cotton Sector: policy implications for interventions in West 
Africa 
 
Albertine de Lange 
 
 
 
This study is about children in Burkina Faso who leave home to work in the cotton fields 
elsewhere. It gives insight into the forces behind child labour migration and trafficking, by 
looking at both the supply side (why do children leave?) and the demand side (why do 
farmers hire these children?). 

The findings result from research conducted in villages, in different areas of Burkina Faso, 
from where child labour migrants leave (May- August 2004), as well as among the farmers 
who employ the children (March-May 2005). The village of Piéla and its surroundings, in 
eastern Burkina Faso, was selected as the main research location due to the observation of 
high numbers of children, i.e. boys aged ten and above, leaving for agricultural work 
elsewhere. Subsequently, two provinces 200 km to the south were chosen (Kompienga and 
Tapoa), because they had turned out to be the most common destination areas for these 
children. By taking this migration route as a core focus, this study mainly deals with rural-
rural child labour migration, within Burkina Faso. 

Child migration for labour employment in agriculture is not a new phenomenon in the 
area. In different places and at different times in 20th century-West Africa, children have left 
home to work on farms and plantations, often without the consent of their parents (Castle and 
Diarra 2003; HRW 2003; Plan Togo 2005; Van Hear 1982; Whitehead and Hashim 2005). In 
Piéla, however, the phenomenon of children leaving for work only started in the late 1990s, 
which was when cotton production expanded in Kompienga and Tapoa. 
 
 
The Practice 
From almost every family living on the dry savannah around Piéla, sons travel to work in the 
southern, more fertile parts of the country. Whereas most leave their village with a recruiter, 
some leave independently, alone or in groups. Recruiters tend to make overtures to the boys 
themselves, rather than make arrangements with their parents.  

Children are tempted with promises that usually include a new bicycle, worth around 
forty-five euros, and some money for a years’ work. Those who leave independently are 
usually accompanied or instructed by a child who has experienced the journey before. Boys 
usually leave without informing their parents, assuming that their parents will not agree with 
their departure. It is a temporary form of migration; the children normally return home after a 
year. 

The recruiters16 can be farmers themselves or middlemen. In some cases, children are 
handed over to third persons in exchange of a recruitment fee of between 15 and 30 euros. 

                                                 
16 Locally referred to as “men who have come to the village in search of children”. 
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However, many children enter their work site without having been subject to (financial) 
transactions, because they were directly recruited by their boss in their home village or after 
they left their villages independently in search of work. 

The children mainly end up in the Burkina provinces of Kompienga and Tapoa as well as 
in northern parts of neighbouring Benin. 
·  Virtually all of them work on cotton farms, where other crops are cultivated as well. They 

are involved in all phases of the agricultural cycle: clearing, sowing, weeding and 
harvesting. The youngest usually herd animals for a part of the day. In some cases, the 
children are involved with the manufacturing of bricks or house building, or in irrigated 
vegetable gardens. 

·  The child migrants usually work on family farms, which have turned to commercial cotton 
farming as an addition to cereal production for family consumption. The employment of 
children on an annual basis, from Piéla and elsewhere, is only one way farmers meet the 
extra need for labour; this need for labour increases when cotton fields are expanded. The 
farmers were alternatively found to have adult-labourers working on annual contracts and 
day labourers from their own village including children. Only a minority of the families 
that were engaged in cotton farming had hired live-in labourers on a long-term basis or 
were planning to do so. 

·  Especially during the agricultural season, working hours can add up to twelve hours, six 
or seven days a week, which, according to the boys, is much longer than what they were 
used to at home.  

·  Many children reported exposure to chemicals (insecticides) and violent bosses. 
·  The boys normally work for one employer who feeds and lodges them and pays them 

when the cotton is sold and the contract ends.  
·  The majority reported being paid less than had been promised beforehand. Accounts from 

returned migrants as well as conversations with children in the cotton areas, show that 
some farmers refuse to pay their child labourers at all. This forces a child to return empty-
handed, find a new boss or to stay on with their employer, until the wages, or at least 
money for transport home, has been paid. 

·  The non-payment of wages is a reason why some children even migrate a second or third 
time. Others said to have migrated again because they longed to acquire more money, 
goods or adventure. A relatively large proportion of those who willingly repeated the 
experience had fallen out with their families or lost their parents and/or lacked prospects 
in terms of education or employment. 

 
 
Perception of the practice by the different stakeholders 
Even though most returned boys described the work in the south as too hard, and stressed that 
they advised others not to go, they also mentioned positive effects. Those who had earned the 
desired money or goods emphasized that their newly acquired possessions were a very helpful 
outcome of their migration. In addition, boys could interpret the hard work, long hours and 
general hardship in a positive way as well. They emphasised that since they had come back 
they could work much harder on their parents’ and personal field and that the hard work away 
from home had made them more obedient and respectful towards their parents. 
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Parents, who usually had not approved of the migration prior to the boys’ leaving, showed 
a similar, ambivalent attitude towards the practice, which included awareness of the risks 
attached to child migration. Especially the fact that they did not know where or with whom 
the child was staying was a source of concern for most parents. On the other hand, they 
pointed out that they did not have the right to force the child to stay home, because they could 
not meet his demands and admitted that they too saw material and non-material benefits, 
similar to those described by the children.  

Farmers acknowledged that the work was tough, especially for a child, but stressed that 
the migration was the explicit will of the child who had few other opportunities in his home 
village. Farmers did not express having a problem with employing children as such, but rather 
about the fact that the children’s parents had not approved of their labour migration and were 
not aware of their whereabouts and wellbeing. 
 
 
Current interventions 
Local authorities in the Eastern Region, in collaboration with the international anti-child 
trafficking programme IPEC-LUTRENA17, have a policy in place against the interregional 
and international labour movement of children.  

As a response to a 2003 anti-trafficking law, migrating children are now stopped during 
vehicle controls and sent home by the police and provincial branches of the Department of 
Social Action and National Solidarity. The governmental services also (occasionally) give 
legal assistance to children who have not been paid by their employer. The programme 
furthermore comprises the setting up of surveillance committees, community awareness 
raising and the creation of simple reception houses for children waiting for their payments or 
waiting to be sent home. From interviews with officials it appeared that no distinction is made 
between child trafficking and other forms of child labour migration and that the goal is to stop 
all movement for work by children under eighteen. 

The effectiveness of the interventions is limited. The programme officially includes an 
apprenticeship programme for “repatriated” children. Yet most children who are sent home by 
the authorities leave again soon after. In addition, recruiters find ways to avoid police 
controls. 

Similar projects in neighbouring countries have been criticised by researchers for an 
oversimplification of the term trafficking and the creation of an atmosphere in which children 
are forced to migrate in clandestine, and possibly more dangerous ways (see for example 
Castle and Diarra 2003). It is argued that, during conception of the programmes, it is often 
forgotten that children see migration as an important tool of socialisation and personal 
development, especially in the absence of schooling. It has also been suggested that 
programmes should focus on children under the age of 14, who are believed to be most likely 
to experience harm away from home. 

 

                                                 
17 LUTRENA stands for “Lutte contre la Traite des Enfants a des fin trafic des enfants en Afrique de l’Ouest et 

du Centre” and is executed in nine West and Central African countries.   
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In the IPEC-LUTRENA programme, as well as in other anti-trafficking projects, the focus is 
largely on border control, interception and repatriation of trafficked children. Additional 
prevention programmes mostly consist of awareness-raising in “communities at risk”. Hardly 
any initiatives focus on regulation of sectors where exploitation takes place or the creation of 
realistic and sustainable livelihood alternatives for those who are subject to strong migratory 
pressures.  

The following conclusions, derived from research in the villages of origin and the 
destination areas, may contribute to the design of more comprehensive initiatives. Two 
general observations are the following: 
·  Child migration and trafficking between rural areas within one country has received 

relatively little attention, compared to rural-urban and international migration. However, 
in this study, migrants who had been to Benin and Cote d’Ivoire described similar 
working conditions as the boys who had migrated internally. Apparently, the crossing of a 
border is not always crucial to the quality of the situation a child ends up in. Larger 
distances may be covered within national borders, borders do not always coincide with 
linguistic or ethnic boundaries and children can also be exploited relatively near to home. 

·  International attention is frequently focussed on trafficking, in the sense of migration 
through intermediaries (e.g. ILO-IPEC 2001; UNICEF/Innocenti 2003). However, the risk 
a child runs in a migration experience does not always depend on whether he was 
recruited, transported, or transferred by others. A child can also travel independently to a 
work place that turns out to be exploitative. The type of contract a child labour migrant 
enters into often seems more relevant than the way he moves (or is moved) to the 
worksite. A system of annual contracts and deferred payments, as it exists in Kompienga 
and Tapoa, places the child in a vulnerable and dependent situation and severely limits his 
freedom of movement, because he cannot travel home before he has been paid by the 
boss. Other systems observed in Burkina18, however, in which child migrants work on 
short contracts, often in groups and for different farmers, seem to carry less risks of 
exploitation.  

 
On the supply side, prevention in the villages of departure could be pursued more effectively 
if the following facts were considered: 
·  One of the key findings of the study is that, almost in all cases, it was the children who 

decided to leave, often without informing their parents. This “agentic behaviour” has been 
observed in many places in West Africa and challenges common assumptions about child 
trafficking. It implies that measures should in the first place be directed towards children.  

·  Addressing the most basic household needs (such as food), which in many cases cannot be 
met at home, does not appear to be a direct incentive for the departure of the children in 
Piéla. Earnings are mainly spent on personal items, such as a bicycle or clothing. This 
would also explain why both children from the poorest and relatively wealthy households 
engage in the practice.19 

                                                 
18 During the 2004 fieldwork period, this was observed in South West Burkina Faso. 
19 A statistical study on child labour migration in Burkina by Kielland and Sanogo (2002) also indicates that 

there is only a weak relation between household poverty and the likelihood to migrate.  
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·  Especially the youngest group, of under 15, was easily enticed by a bicycle and their 
departure was seen as particularly worrying by their parents. Focussing on this group first 
is a possibility, yet it should be considered that adolescents also run high risks of 
exploitation. 

·  Social and cultural factors have to be taken into account to understand why children leave 
their home area in search of personal income. Peer pressure, a desire for autonomy and 
adventure and a stigma attached to working for money for someone else close to home, 
play a role in the decision to leave.   

·  In Piéla, as well as in many other parts of rural West Africa (Hashim 2003; Thorsen 
2005), most children (mostly above the age of 10) are stimulated by their parents to earn 
an independent income by cultivating a personal plot, to address the needs (clothing, pens) 
that go beyond the most basic ones. Whilst apparently the system as such does not prevent 
children from migrating, it may be interesting to build upon this existing involvement in 
economic activities at a young age, when designing projects of livelihood alternatives for 
children. In addition, saving systems for children may help them to spend their money in 
more appropriate ways. 

·  Less than one out of five children in the area around Piéla attends school. Among the child 
migrants from Piéla you find mainly drop-outs and illiterates but also students. 
Apparently, in contrast to evidence from other studies (e.g. Castle and Diarra 2003) school 
attendance did not prevent children from migrating for work in the first place. However, 
some of the child migrants who had dropped-out at the moment of departure were very 
motivated to continue school after their return and less likely to repeat their migration 
experience.   

·  It is important to take into account the (real and alleged) benefits that children and parents 
acknowledge in the practice of migration, despite the hardship children experience. The 
people involved usually refer to the material benefits and to the personality development, 
which is related to transition into adulthood. Yet neither these perceived gains, nor the fact 
that children may willingly repeat the experience, should simply be taken as an indication 
that the practice is considered unproblematic. It is just as much an indication of a context 
in which few other ways to achieve material and social advancement are believed to exist. 

 
The following relevant conclusions regarding the demand side complete the picture: 
·  Developments in south-eastern Burkina show that commercialisation of agriculture (often 

part of rural poverty-reduction programmes), may set in motion forms of child labour 
migration and trafficking. The resulting labour demands are not only met by local casual 
labourers (adults and children), but also by children (and adults) from other regions who 
work on long term contracts. 

·  After children have arrived on the farms, there is no or hardly any control of their 
conditions or welfare by authorities or organisations. Children often saw no options to 
claim refused payments, which sometimes forced them to stay on with their boss for 
longer than a year. Some farmers seemed to take advantage of this, especially since they 
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like to avoid having to search for new child labourers in an increasingly tight labour 
market. When this happens, child migration turns into a form of labour bondage. 

·  Obedience and willingness to work hard are reasons for farmers to prefer child labourers. 
From interviews with both children and farmers, it appeared that boys up to twenty years 
old often lacked assertiveness and were unaware of their rights as a worker. Many farmers 
recounted bad experiences with adult workers older than twenty, as they were more likely 
to confront the farmers and demand their rights. The problems in labour relations between 
farmers and workers may be accounted for by the fact that wage labour is a relatively new 
practice in this area, and details have yet to be worked out. Efforts to improve labour 
relations between adult workers and farmers may contribute to an eradication of child 
labour.  

·  Supply of adult contract labourers is limited, which may be partly due to the low wages 
paid for agricultural labour (less than a third of the minimum wage in Burkina Faso). With 
current low profit margins in the cotton sector, however, as well as many other products, a 
dramatic increase in labour wages is impossible. The low productivity costs of cotton in 
Africa should be seen in this light (see for example Oxfam 2002). 

·  When striving to prevent child labour migration and child trafficking, it should be 
considered to what alternatives farmers may turn. Their options may include calling in 
local children as well as cousins, the use of more herbicides to reduce weeding work and 
cutting down on cotton production. Focus in the destination area should be on the 
prevention of child labour, rather than on the recruitment practices, whereby non-harmful 
forms of work in school holidays should be allowed.   

 
 
Conclusion 
The practice of child labour migration as described in this study involves various actors and 
different interpretations of benefit and harm. Boys set out to distant work sites with an 
established belief in real or alleged benefits; and parents and children often feel they have 
gained from the experience, despite the hardship. It should be kept in mind that the boys are 
not only victims who need to be protected but also active agents considering their options. 

On the other hand, it is clear that the system of annual contracts and deferred payments is 
open to exploitation; children who wish to return home often don’t have the opportunity to do 
so. In addition, the nature of the work (including the working hours) is very harsh, even 
according to local norms.  

The fact that children willingly engage in the practice does not mean that intervention is 
never in their best interest. Policy attention has been focussed on interception and 
rehabilitation, which has not turned out to be very effective or beneficial for the children. 
Possibly, a combination of preventive measures in the areas of departure (based on the 
livelihood alternatives for children) and regulation of the migration practice for children 
above 14, would be the most realistic way to fight the exploitation of child migrants in the 
agricultural sector.  
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Ten-year-old boy in Rajasthan, grazing other people’s buffaloes 
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School Absence in Rural Rajasthan, India 
 
Afke de Groot 
 
 
 
Despite the significant progress that has been made the past 15 years in achieving universal 
primary education, approximately 115 million children do still not go to school. Especially in 
South Asia figures are alarming. Children who do not go to school in South Asia constitute 
more than one third of all children who are not enrolled in school around the world.  

If we look at the net primary school enrolment ratio (1998-2002) we see that in India only 
91% of the boys in the 6-10 age group were enrolled, for girls this figure was 76% (Bellamy, 
2004). It is important to keep in mind that these figures relate to children who are officially 
enrolled in school, but who are not necessarily attending. Looking at the net primary school 
attendance these numbers go down to 80% for boys, and 73% for girls. However, the 
attendance lists kept by teachers are not always accurate, and the actual attendance figure 
might be even lower. When we then look at UNICEF’s gross secondary school enrolment 
ratio (including all children, regardless of age) the figure is 56% for boys, and only 40% for 
girls. 

Only a segment of the total number of children, which are not enrolled in school, can be 
found in the statistics of working children. There are thus a number of children that are 
excluded from these figures. These children can be classified as nowhere children, a term 
coined by D.P. Chaudhri (1997). According to the Planning Commission of the Government 
of India, deriving their figures from the Census of India, incidence of child labour was 5.4 per 
cent20 while incidence of nowhere children was 45.2 per cent in 199121. 

There has been a shift from the research-focus on child labour alone to the out-of school 
segment as a whole, which thus includes nowhere children. In order to design policy to also 
get these children in school, it is important to learn how they are spending their time. For this 
purpose IREWOC initiated a project on nowhere children in four Indian states: Andhra 
Pradesh, Bihar, Chhattisgarh, and Rajasthan. The results presented in this paper are derived 
from qualitative research that was conducted in three villages in Rajasthan between 
September and December 2004. 

 
 

Background 
Rajasthan, the largest state of India, with a total population that constitutes only 8.65% of 
India’s population as a whole, is one of the most sparsely populated states. Being one of the 
driest regions, Rajasthan is also among the poorest states of India. It is a predominantly rural 
state, with agriculture and animal husbandry as the most important sources of income. 

                                                 
20 Figures regarding the total amount of child labourers vary. According to UNICEF for example, 14 % of all 

children aged 5-14 in India are engaged in child labour (Bellamy, 2004).  
21 According to the Census of India 2001, there are 342 million children. According to the Indian Ministry of 

Labour, 12.7 million children aged 5-14 are working, based on the Census 2001.  
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Rajasthan is one of the worst performing states in terms of literacy. The state also has a 
tremendous gender gap in terms of both school enrolment and literacy. 

 
 

Demand: household factors 
Several factors are essential in identifying the reasons for absence of children in school. I will 
first give an overview of demand-factors such as livelihood strategies, poverty, gender, caste, 
family crises, which I found were crucial.  

Looking at livelihood strategies it appears that during seasons with a great demand for 
agricultural labour, such as the crop-cutting season, the attendance of children, especially 
girls, decreases. These children are not found in the field, but are required to stay home to 
take over household duties such as caring for siblings, so that the mother is able to go to the 
field to do wage work. Like the 10-year-old Pooja, oldest daughter of parents who are out in 
the field all day during the crop-cutting season, told me: “I have to be here to take care of my 
brothers, because who else is here to do this?” However, we cannot simply argue that children 
do not go to school only because parents have to do agricultural work. Similarly, whereas 
many children can be found in the field looking after cattle, it is not the case that these 
children do not go to school, because they have to look after cattle. Often other factors are 
operational.  

In some cases parents might be aware of the importance to educate their children and try 
to send their children to school, but if the children are reluctant, the parents might lack the 
determination to make sure their children are indeed going to school. Here it is important to 
recognise the social capital of a child: if a child is surrounded by one or more educated 
relative who encourages him to go to school, it leads to increased motivation for the child to 
learn and to go to school regularly. The 12-year-old Syama explains: “But my uncle is literate, 
and he always encourages me to go to school. I want to continue the tradition of being literate 
in the family. I want to continue studying in the future and go outside the village to be a 
doctor”. Likewise, if a child is not blessed with a learning environment at home, he or she is 
prone to fail and eventually to drop out of school. 

Migration  occurs in various forms in the villages. It can have both negative and positive 
consequences for the education of children. In some cases, especially with temporary 
migration of the whole household, the effects on the education of a child are negative, 
especially when the household leaves the village for a couple of months every year, and the 
child needs to leave school, and falls behind. However, temporary migration of only the father 
to the city in search of work could be positive, as it can also lead to increasing awareness 
about education for both boys and girls.  

Economical problems within the household do lead to absence of children in school. 
These may be a result of a crisis in the family, for example the illness or even death of a 
parent. This often results in the burden of working, in order to feed the household, falling on 
the shoulders of the child. Sons, suddenly the “man of the household”, are required to tend 
animals, either their own or those of others in order to make money, and girls, especially the 
oldest daughter, have to stay home doing household chores, or are sent to the field to do 
agricultural work, especially during crop-cutting season. The 13-year-old Sawara had to drop 
out of school when his father fell ill. His father complains: “I do not want this for my child, 
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but if I die, Sawara needs to know how to be the man of the household. He is the oldest, and 
thus the only one who can do this work”. 

Caste also influences whether children are sent to school in societies in Rajasthan. The 
caste system is still of significant importance in Rajasthan, especially in the rural areas. The 
traditional perception that lower castes do not recognise the importance of education does not 
hold true anymore. Yet, there are still certain castes that, because of traditional work 
arrangements, do not send their children to school, and these include upper castes as well. For 
example, I found Rajput boys and girls expected to help out in the household of a socially 
higher ranking family member.  

Gender also plays a role. In general, there are more boys than girls attending school 
regularly. Of the total number of children enrolled in any school up to class VIII in the three 
villages, 55% are boys. The difference is especially apparent on upper-primary level, where 
only 32% are girls22. For this there are various explanations. For example, it is often 
considered not safe for a girl, once she is a teenager and thus sexually vulnerable, to go 
outside the village for her education. Another reason given for keeping girls at home is related 
to household chores. In some cases it is a necessity for girls to stay home and, for example, 
take care of their younger siblings. This is often a result of economical crisis. In other cases 
household chores are looked upon as a good preparation for a girl’s married life. Marriage 
then is another important reason behind gender discrimination. Quoting the seventeen-year-
old Rakesh: “Education is useless for girls, because they are just living in our houses doing 
female chores. For us boys it is useful, so we can get a job”. Some parents do not recognise 
how education can help their daughter in her future life, while others are reluctant to invest in 
her, since she is going to her husband’s house after her marriage, like a father expresses: “But 
I cannot afford a good education for all my children, and in the future, the girls will be 
married off to another house, while the boys stay in my house”. Thus, when a family has 
money for only one child’s education, they will prefer to spend it on the boy. However, within 
some castes more and more people are interested in the amount of education the potential 
spouse of their child has received. Therefore, there is often overlap between the factors gender 
and caste mentality.  
 

 
The supply-side of education 
The next section will deal with supply-factors, since the quality of offered education is crucial 
when parents decide between sending their children to school, or keeping them at home. 

In all sample villages, all children, disregarding caste, have access to the same educational 
facilities. These facilities are within reach of the children. Government school buildings are 
often built just outside the village, whereas private school owners have been able to open their 
schools in buildings in the middle of the village. The location of the school influences the 
parents when deciding to which school they should send their children. Especially small 
children are more likely to be sent to a school that is nearby the house. In a village, situated 

                                                 
22 This number only reflects on children who are attending school within their village, thus excluding the 

children who are attending a school outside the village. Also, keep in mind that these are enrolment figures and 

do not say anything about attendance. 
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along a busy road which has to be crossed by many people in order to reach the government 
school, a father wants to postpone sending his two youngest sons to school, “since they are 
too young and scared to cross the main road”. 

In the three villages that were included in the research, the general perception of villagers 
on the quality of education offered by the government is negative. Most villagers prefer the 
private school to government schools, but complain that they cannot bear the costs of private 
education. They believe that teachers are more committed and that children learn much more 
than children who are enrolled in a government school. In some schools, there are too few 
teachers appointed for too many children. Appointed teachers are usually present, and thus 
teacher absenteeism, a problem regularly mentioned in the literature, did not occur during my 
research, apart from the absence of teachers due to other government programmes, which they 
are required to attend.  

The fact that teachers reside outside the village and leave as soon as the school hours are 
over (or even earlier) makes communication between parents and teachers difficult. It thus 
would be better if teachers were appointed in their own village. Another issue is the lack of 
female teachers. There were only a few female teachers in the schools. This is unfortunate, 
since female teachers often serve as a role model for girls, as one of the teachers explained. 
The presence of female teachers could positively influence the enrolment and attendance of 
girls. The ten-year-old Radha told me she aspired to be a “madam in school”.  

Among the children in all villages, there is a fear of punishment by the teachers for 
skipping school, for not knowing the right answers or for not being clean or properly dressed. 
But children, as well as their parents and other villagers, also complained about the limited 
knowledge they actually gain after finishing a number of classes. When a parent asked a boy 
who studies in class ten to speak English to me, he replied (in Marwari, their local language): 
“If the headmaster does not even know how to speak English to her, then why should I?” 
Quoting a twenty-year-old from another village: “If you ask someone here who is enrolled in 
class V to read or write, he will not be able to do so, because he does not learn this in school”. 
However, some parents did not blame the school: “My youngest daughter Kabita is in class 
III, but cannot count until twenty. Radha is in class IV, and cannot even read a book properly. 
But my oldest daughter Pinki could do all these things when she was their age. As opposed to 
the other two girls, Pinki was very studious and always did her homework. She studied in the 
same school as Radha and Kabita, and she is doing fine. So I do not blame the teachers”. 

Both children and their parents mentioned the financial aspect of education as an 
obstacle. While primary education is supposed to be free, in all schools children were 
expected to pay fees. The fee structure however, is not transparent. Fees differ according to 
gender, caste, and class-level, and also per village. Furthermore, teachers and parents give 
different accounts on the exact amount that has to be paid for “admission” or “building 
maintenance”. Boys of a general caste in class IV and V for example were expected to pay a 
yearly fee of Rs.60. Some households complained about having to pay the government school 
a yearly fee of Rs.151. In addition to these school fees, there are also the expenses for school 
uniforms (to have a uniform made is Rs.150-200) and stationary, which constitute a huge 
burden on the household’s finances. Government schools were, however, still cheaper than 
private schools. These charged the children a monthly fee of Rs.30-70. In the three villages an 
average wage is Rs.50 for one day of agricultural work or labour in a stone factory.  
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The problem of absence of children can unfortunately not be solved just by raising the 
quality of the offered education. Quality of education is not a sole reason for not sending 
children to school. But when the performance of school is inadequate, children may only be 
sent when their duties are not required elsewhere; for example, in the household or herding 
the cattle. For some, school attendance then becomes a residual activity. In other cases, when 
parents decide the money required for a child’s education can better be spent on other basic 
requirements, children might drop out altogether. 

Dropping out might also be a result of failure in class. And once dropped out, it is 
unlikely the child will find its way back into the education system. Explanations for this might 
be the reluctance to go over the same curriculum again, and often they find that they just get 
used to working.  

 
 

Closing remarks 
When children who are out of school, for whatever reason, are not required to help out in the 
household, they can be found roaming around their house or in the village, and we might then 
consider them as nowhere children. It goes without saying, that these nowhere children also 
do some work to help their parents out in the household. But this work is not the reason that 
keeps them out of school.     

It is clear that the issue discussed here is a complex one. Overall, the awareness of the 
importance of education is present among all villagers, regardless of caste.  

We have seen that many factors can lead to the non-attendance of children in school, and 
more than often there is overlap. Both parents and children also seem to be convinced that the 
child will do the same work as their parents. Thus, the absence of a (government) job-
perspective for children also leads to a preference to keep them at home and to prepare them 
for their future occupation as animal-herder, agricultural labourer, or in some cases 
shopkeeper.  
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