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EXPLANATORY STATEMENT

STRATEGIES FOR COMBATING CHILD LABOUR

Background

Children who are considered as 'working children' are those between the ages of 5 - 17 who 
are engaged in economic activity.  The international definition of employment considers that 
one hour of work during a certain week qualifies a person as having been at work in 
economic activity that week.

Whereas in some cases children working - where, for example, education is not interfered 
with and health is not put at risk - can be considered as a positive activity, child labour 
excludes children working legally (in accordance with the International Labour Office (ILO) 
Conventions nos. 138 & 182) and includes work where children's rights are violated and their 
physical and/or mental health harmed.

The worst forms of child labour are detailed in ILO Convention No. 182 ('Against the Worst 
Forms of Child Labour'), adopted in 1999, and are considered to include all forms of or 
practices similar to slavery, the sale and trafficking of children, debt bondage, use or 
procurement of children for prostitution or pornographic purposes, forced or compulsory 
recruitment of children for use in armed conflict, using children in illicit activities such as the 
production and trafficking of drugs, and work that is likely to harm the health, safety or 
morals of children.

INTRODUCTION

It should be a universal cause for shame that today there are children forced into bondage, 
children exploited for economic gain, families that depend on the financial contributions of 
children to survive.  Given the associated knowledge and resources, that the problem has not 
been effectively addressed, should not only be cause for further shame but should lead us to 
consider and revise existing tactics and practices.

Confronting the issue of child labour is not a new challenge.  The history of children being 
engaged in labour and hazardous work is a long one, and the struggle for the rights of such 
children is one of the older and longer running battle for human and social rights. Yet  
millions of children the world over are denied education and are subjected to terrible physical 
and mental burdens as a result of being forced, for whatever reason and by whatever means, 
to engage in unsuitable and frequently hazardous economic activity.

According to the most recent estimates made by the International Labour Organization, there 
are 217 million child labourers worldwide aged 5 to 17-years-old, with 165 million of these in 
the 5-14 year age range.  Tragically, more than 126 million children, are exploited in the 
worst forms of child labour.

Figures released by various organisations over the last few years indicate that, globally, child 
labour figures are falling.  This should certainly be welcomed and existing good practices 
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encouraged, but caution should be exercised when working from these figures, not only 
because the nature of the issues (i.e. unregistered births, children in 'hidden' domestic and 
agricultural labour, the difficulty of accessing information) means that figures are at best good 
estimates but also because these figures represent only a snapshot of the situation at any one 
time. Negative economic and/or political developments can change the individual and societal 
status quo and impact on the child labour situation in economically and politically unstable 
regions. An economic downturn can cause families to remove children from education and to 
put them to work, just as conflict and/or widespread disease can leave children orphaned, 
abandoned and vulnerable to exploitation.  

The knowledge, resopurces and international instruments exist to combat child labour.
Thus far we have failed to put such tools their best use.  Why is this, and how can we ensure 
that in the future knowledge and resources are best exploited?  This is best addressed by 
operating within the framework of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the 
International Labour Office's (ILO) Global Plan of Action for the Elimination of Child 
Labour, the ILO Conventions 138 and 182 and core international labour standards. To achieve 
the aims and goals of these instruments, sustainable policies that are deep as well as wide are 
required.  

Co-operation

There is a regrettable lack of coherence and cooperation between those involved in the 
movement to eliminate child labour. Child labour affects and is affected by so many factors -
educational, economic, political, social etc. - that if child labour is to be combated the 
strategies to do so must encompass these same factors.  To this end, a holistic approach of 
greater co-operation, consultation and coherence is required: between stakeholders (civil 
society, governments, employers, unions and families); between the international 
organisations that are committed to addressing the issues (a single unified strategy coming 
from close co-operation between, e.g., UNICEF, the World Bank, ILO, the UNDP, donors 
and national NGOs would be immeasurably more effective than the individual strategies that 
exist at present); and between states (where the positive experiences and knowledge of 
effective practices of one state could be of huge benefit to a neighbouring state).  
Furthermore, the issue of child labour must be mainstreamed so that it is not longer 
considered exclusively the responsibility of UNICEF or of ILO's International Programme for 
the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC) or of an NGO that specialises in education, but is the 
joint responsibility of all sectors and levels of society.  To this end, provisions for combating 
child labour should be included in development plans and in funding timetables.

EC development policy has explicitly recognised the need to tackle the issue of child labour, 
and particularly the worst forms of child labour. Most recently the European Consensus on 
Development 1 has referred to the need to address the issue of the worst forms of child labour 
in the context of poverty eradication efforts.  

Article 50 of the Cotonou Agreement with the ACP countries focuses on the promotion of 
core labour standards, including measures to further global efforts to eliminate child labour. 
The entry into force of the Agreement in April 2003 highlighted and strengthened the issue of 
                                               
1 Joint Statement by the Council and the representatives of the Governments of the member states meeting within 
the Council, The European Parliament and the Commission, December 2005 para 97 
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child labour within the broader context of the implementation of its labour and social 
chapters. Article 26 specifically mentions the need for “protecting the rights of children and 
youth, especially those of girl children.”  

The ACP/EU Joint Parliamentary Assembly adopted on 15 October 2003 a “Resolution on 
children’s rights and child soldiers in particular”1. The ACP/EU resolution emphasises 
that the fight against child slave labour, trafficking of children, sex trade in children and the 
use of child soldiers must be a political priority for the EU and the ACP countries. Education 
is identified as an essential element in the strategy against such exploitation, in the form of 
rehabilitation programmes, non-formal education and basic education for the most vulnerable 
children. 

In 2003 the EU Ministers responsible for Childhood, issued the Declaration of Lucca giving 
priority to eliminating the worst forms of child labour, and promoting the universal 
ratification and implementation of ILO Conventions 138 and 182.  The Declaration also 
recognised that a coordinated approach by Government, social partners, international 
organisations, NGOs and others was the most effective way to tackle the problem.

Education and Child Labour

Child Labour and education are closely and inextricably linked.  Children who are not 
allowed access to education are more likely to be engaged in child labour. Similarly those 
children who are engaged in child labour are as a result denied access to education, and so 
robbed of the chance of a better future.  By providing accessible and good quality educational 
systems, as well as encouraging a return to education, huge advances can be made in the 
effort to eliminate child labour.

Two recent international assessments of education development both identified the challenge 
that child labour presents to attainment of education targets.  The 2006 Millennium 
Development Goals report stated that “High rates of poverty in rural areas limit educational 
opportunities because of demands for children's labour, low levels of parental schooling and 
lack of access to good quality schooling”.  Meanwhile, the Education for All Global 
Monitoring Report 2007 states that Education for All requires an inclusive approach that 
emphasises the need to reach groups that might not otherwise have access to education and 
training.  It calls for policies aimed at “reaching the unreached” including policies to 
overcome the need for child labour and to tackle exclusion.

There is a growing international consensus that efforts should be made to bring together work 
on child labour with the Education for All agenda.  Forging linkages between work on child 
labour and education can be a distinctive feature of efforts to “reach the unreached” as called 
for in the EFA Global Monitoring report.  The increased international consensus on the need 
to coordinate work on child labour and education resulted in the November 2005 EFA High 
level Group establishing an inter agency Global Task Force on Child Labour and 
Education for All.  The Task Force brings together the ILO (which provides the Secretariat), 
UNESCO, UNICEF, World Bank, UNDP, Education International and the Global March 
against Child Labour.

                                               
1 ACP-EU 3587/03/def.
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On the 28th of July 2005, the ACP Committee of Ambassadors selected a set of 11 countries 
to be covered by an ILO child labour and education project to be funded under the 9th EDF 
ACP budget.

The MDG 2 calls for universal primary education by 2015, and this goal should be supported 
by all international and local actors.  However, it is not enough to achieve this goal 
cosmetically.  If the universal education provided by 2015 is of low quality, with legislation 
rushed through and measures hastily put in place so that consciences can be appeased and 
plaudits gathered, this universality will not last long beyond 2015, as disillusioned children 
begin to drop out.  The education, and all that is associated with it, should be of good quality.  
When aiming towards short-term goals the measures put in place should be designed to be 
sustainable and to have long-term effects.  As regards education, this involves providing 
teachers that are properly trained, providing adequate buildings and equipment - so that a 
universal educations service does not consist of classes of 150 children in cramped or 
unsuitable spaces - and ensuring that families can meet the associated costs: uniforms, 
materials etc. Meeting the MDGs in this regard should be linked into the holistic strategy to 
combat child labour, as discussed above.

Yet meeting MDG 2 is not sufficient.  Whereas ILO Convention N° 138 sets 15 or in certain 
exceptional circumstances 14 - as the minimum age for admission to employment, MDG 2, by 
calling only for universal primary education, places no specific obligation on states to provide 
education beyond what is generally the age of 11 or 12. This worrying discrepancy between 
two leading international child protection instruments leaves children from the ages of 11 to 
15 at an increased trisk of exploitation for labour purposes. 

Forgotten Sectors

In recent years most of the attention and resources for eliminating child labour have been 
focussed on the industrial sector, and significant and encouraging progress seems to have 
been made in this sector.  However, it is in agriculture that most children at work are 
employed.  This sector has been relatively neglected to date.  There are several reasons for 
this: rural areas are harder than cites to deal with, the population is more dispersed; the 
problem itself is so large that beginning to address it is daunting; the problem is less easily 
identified that than of, for example, children packed into a room in a factory; and that it can 
be hard to differenciate between child labour in the sector and those who are in useful 
employment.  

Similarly, the domestic sector is one where child labour can be 'hidden' as not only can the 
work be informal but the nature of the work can 'hide' the worker (employers are frequently 
private individuals, not businesses; domestic workers are generally not visible to public).  
Problems in this sector are aggravated by cultural and societal gender inequalities.
Whereas progress has been made in the formal industrial sector - aided by growing 
acceptance of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and public pressure on multi-nationals -
the informal sector is harder to reach.  The informal sector can be significant in developing 
regions and can be very difficult to engage with, with employers being doubly wary: as 
employers - who feel they are being attacked for their complicity in what is a problem not 
solely of their causing - and for their unofficial/illegal practices.  To address this, efforts 
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should be made to formalise the informal sector and employers in all sectors should be 
engaged with as well as targeted. The effort to achieve universal official birth registration, 
ideally through logistical and financial cooperation between the ACP and EU, has a key role 
to play in bringing the hidden sectors of child labour to light.

The challenge of worst forms of child labour in ACP Countries

Within the global scenario of child labour, Africa is of particular concern because, while Asia 
has the highest absolute numbers of working children aged 5-14 years, Africa has the highest 
rate with 26.4 per cent as compared to 18.8 per cent for Asia.   The problems in Africa are 
compounded by the continuing challenge of providing adequate education access, and by the 
impact of HIV/AIDS. There is growing evidence that the HIV/AID pandemic is in many areas 
boosting the number of child labourers as orphaned children take on the role of breadwinners.

The Caribbean is a region where education systems in many countries were strong in the past 
and able to enrol and retain the large majority of children of school-going age. In the last 
decades, however, some of the Caribbean countries have experienced an increase in dropout 
rates and a corresponding growth of child labour. In the past, child labour in the Caribbean 
was confined to traditional sectors such as commercial agriculture, the fisheries, domestic 
service and street vending. In recent times, this region has seen a dramatic increase among the 
unconditional worst forms of child labour, such as sexual exploitation of girls, production and
trafficking of drugs and other illegal activities such as smuggling and trafficking of small 
arms. Teacher migration from the region is adding to problems in the education.

Both education and child labour data are weak in the Pacific sub region.  However it is known 
that across the sub region as a whole, less than 50% of the population have attained primary 
education, and transition rates from elementary to junior school are often less than 30%.  

The Responsibilities of the Corporate Sector

Consumers, whether in Europe or in the ACP countries, should be able to purchase goods in 
the confidence that they were produced free of child labour.  While consumer awareness and 
informed behaviour in this regard is certainly desirable, the responsibility should lie
elsewhere.  It is not acceptable that society tolerates that even a small amount of goods 
available for purchase in marketplace have been or may have been produced using child 
labour,

As all countries of the EU have signed and ratified ILO Conventions 138 and 182 the 
European Commission has mandate to act in this regard.  All large companies operating in the 
EU should be obliged to document, report and take responsibility for labour practices at all 
levels of the supply chain. Supply-chain compliance should be supported by regular and 
thorough inspections at all levels and be subject to verification by an independent audit, with 
companies found to be in violation of international child labour standards obliged to put in 
place and publish a time bound programme of no more than three years for the elimination of 
child labour in this supply chain.  These same companies should also take responsibility for 
the reintegration of their child workers into the education system.

Such responsibilities do not lie with the private sector alone. Policy-makers have the duty to 
uphold in practice the principles they espouse in theory.  The GSP and GSP+ agreements are 
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examples of how policy-makers in the EU and ACP can step up their obligations.  While ACP 
governments benefiting from the GSP/+ packages have the duty to ensure that the provisions 
of international instruments including the UN Convention on the Right of the Child and ILO 
Conventions No. 138 and 182, the ratification of which is a precondition of GSP and GSP+ 
status, are upheld in practice the EU has a responsibility to enforce this conditionality and 
withdraw GSP and GSP+ status where there is evidence of serious and systematic violation of 
these same instruments.  Similarly, public procurement contracts should include clauses that 
oblige the companies in question to demonstrate supply-chain compliance with international 
child labour standards.  These contracts should not be awarded in the absence of such proof.

Strategies for combating child labour

Comprehensive action against child labour requires a multiplicity of interventions at the 
policy and programme levels and different degrees of involvement and support from a range 
of institutions. In this regard, Government is the most important actor and the right mix of 
policy choices and programmes is the most important guarantor of success.

Child labour must be tackled within the scope of wider labour goals and any policies aimed at 
eliminating child labour should always be considered within the framework of decent work 
for all, in accordance with core international labour standards as any targeted campaign 
against child labour cannot succeed unless supported by wider reforms in trade practices in 
both the EU and ACP States.   The argument is often put forth that income from child labour 
is frequently the only source of income a household has, and by removing this income the 
household will be economically destitute.  Such arguments are spurious, at best. The need for 
workers will remain if and when children are removed from the labour force. If no cheap, 
exploitative child labour is available employers will be forced to employ adult workers and 
will be obliged to pay them a higher wage than would have been given to children.  The 
elimination of child labour does not therefore have a detrimental effect on a household's 
income but rather improves the current and future lot of the household members, with 
children freed from labour able to avail of available education opportunities and given a 
chance for a better future.

Any initiative or intervention aimed at combating child labour should contribute towards 
poverty reduction in the target countries by providing equitable access to basic education and 
skills development for children in or at risk of child labour, particularly worst forms of child 
labour. To this end, it is important to:

 strengthen the capacity of the national and local authorities in coordination with social 
partners and civil society in the formulation, implementation and enforcement of 
policies to tackle child labour;

 improve the legal frameworks on child labour and integrate child labour concerns in 
education policies and plans; and

 have an enhanced knowledge base and networks on child labour and education 
through improved advocacy and dissemination of good practices.
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ANNEX I

ACP-EU Countries that have ratified ILO Convention No. 138 on the 
Minimum Age for Admission to Employment

Angola
Antigua and Barbuda
Austria
Bahamas
Barbados
Belgium
Belize 
Benin
Botswana
Bulgaria
Burkina Faso
Burundi
Cameroon
Central African Republic
Chad
Comoros
Congo
Democratic Republic of Congo
Côte d'Ivoire
Cuba
Cyprus
Czech Republic
Denmark
Djibouti
Dominica
Dominican Republic
Eritrea
Estonia
Ethiopia
Fiji
Finland
France
Gambia
Germany
Greece
Grenada
Guinea
Guyana
Hungary
Ireland

Italy
Jamaica
Kenya
Latvia
Lesotho
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Madagascar
Malawi
Mali
Malta
Mauritania
Mauritius
Mozambique
Namibia
Netherlands
Niger
Nigeria
Papua New Guinea
Poland
Portugal
Romania
Rwanda
Saint Kitts and Nevis
Saint Vincent and the Grenadines
Sao Tomé and Principe
Senegal
Seychelles
Slovakia
Slovenia
South Africa
Spain
Sudan
Swaziland
Sweden
Tanzania, United republic of
Togo
Trinidad and Tobago
Uganda
United Kingdom
Zambia
Zimbabwe
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ACP-EU Countries that have ratified ILO Convention No. 182 on the 
Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour

Angola
Antigua and Barbuda
Austria
Bahamas
Barbados
Belgium
Belize 
Benin
Botswana
Bulgaria
Burkina Faso
Burundi
Cameroon
Cape Verde
Central African Republic
Chad
Comoros
Congo
Democratic Republic of Congo
Côte d'Ivoire
Cyprus
Czech Republic
Denmark
Djibouti
Dominica
Dominican Republic
Estonia
Ethiopia
Fiji
Finland
France
Gabon
Gambia
Germany
Ghana
Greece
Grenada
Guinea
Guyana
Hungary
Ireland
Italy
Jamaica
Kenya

Latvia
Lesotho
Liberia
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Madagascar
Malawi
Mali
Malta
Mauritania
Mauritius
Mozambique
Namibia
Netherlands
Niger
Nigeria
Papua New Guinea
Poland
Portugal
Romania
Rwanda
Saint Kitts and Nevis
Saint Lucia
Saint Vincent and the Grenadines
Sao Tomé and Principe
Senegal
Seychelles
Slovakia
Slovenia
South Africa
Spain
Sudan
Suriname
Swaziland
Sweden
Tanzania, United republic of
Togo
Trinidad and Tobago
Uganda
United Kingdom
Vanautu
Zambia
Zimbabwe
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