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 Child Labour is the participation of a child in physical work that negatively affects his/her health
or development or interfere with his/her education. The worst form of child labour includes
slavery, forced recruitment or involvement of child in illegal activities, child trafficking and
prostitution, and exposure to hazards. As estimated by International Labour Organization (ILO),
child labour constitutes children below age 12 involved in any economic activities; 12 and 14
engaged in more than light works, and all children engaged in worst form of child labour.
According to http://www.goodweave.org, Child Labour is a crime committed against one out of
every seven children around the world. Child Labour laws (Minimum Age Convention, Worst
form of Child Labour, etc.) have been put up chanting “child labour is a crime” but enforcement
is still elusive.

The tradition of respecting working people regardless of the nature of their job or professions is
gravely missing in Nepal. Everyone is different, experiences different circumstances, and have
their own work preferences as well as interests. One should be respected for his/her service to
others whatever he/she is assigned for rather than judged on the basis of their jobs. We used to
go to a tea shop at New Road, Kathmandu. A child server of age not more than 10 years used
to serve us tea. His existence would be oblivion and he would be called disparagingly “Oie
Kanchha”. Instead of being compassionate for that child for his service, we would throw the
glasses everywhere and made him work hard. We were engineering students, a cream of a
crop, but were involved in some sort of heinous act. There should be a change in mentality of
appeared to be educated people.

There is also a trend in countries like Nepal where well-to-do families keep small children as
unpaid housemaid or houseboy, most of them not more than 12 years old. Even in my family
where both of my parents are well educated, we had a houseboy, Shiva, a 14 year-old boy. The
dubious question is whether they were doing favor or abusing Shiva in the context of Nepal. In
our house, he was treated nice, we tried to minimize his chores. He was also above the
work-eligible age of 14 years as assigned by ILO (International Labour Organization). He was
also admitted to a public school. I guess whatever the chores he was doing fell under “Child
Work”
as defined by UNICEF (United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund), an
organization established in 1946 to meet the emergency needs of children in post-war Europe
and China, with the driving force to realize the rights of every child. If Shiva had not been living
with us, he would have been working as a labourer, “worst form of labour” defined by ILO, back
home illiterate.
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In Nepal, especially in cities like Kathmandu, poor people from villages, recommended by the
acquaintances, are employed for domestic works such as cooking, dish washing,
housekeeping, gardening, babysitting, driving, and guarding the house. There is no standard
payment method. You can provide them with basic needs, and if you are generous, you can
offer them some monthly allowances and/or admit them in the schools. The poverty stricken
family won’t think twice before sending their children to family in Kathmandu. Some of them are
happy for their future while others are motivated by the money they can get from their child’s
labour. The father of our houseboy, Shiva, used to visit us when he needed money. He would
not even care about his son.

There are cases of inter-nation migration where children escape from poverty ravaged
countryside to join the other street children at major cities such as Kathmandu, especially from
broken homes, being abused by their parents and stepparents. The enactment of polygamy law
in Nepal is also in the infant stage; more leeway to men. Still, there are some children who just
want to get out of the laid down rules and impoverished livelihood or from the abusive treatment
at private homes. These children are not only forced to be on their own but are also required to
bring money home. They make their living by blatant begging or by unsolicited services to
tourists or to natives by shining their shoes, cleaning the windshield, to name a few.

Unwanted and unexpected birth especially in a single parent home where there is no social
security protection is also the major cause of abandoning and bringing children to street. The
current rise in the number of street children is also due to the boycotting of Nepali carpets in the
West when the India child labour activists and members of the carpet industry in India and
Germany launched the RUGMARK program in 1995 with laws banning children from working in
the carpet industry. Nepal’s carpet industries suffered comparatively more than India. Looking at
India’s severe child labour issues, the rumor had it that it was Indians ploy to stigmatize Nepali
image in foreign carpet markets such as the United States and Germany.

The short-sighted illiterate people have illusion or are fooled to believe that they are managing
their children as resources to improve their living standard.  They fail to discern the bigger
picture of raising the standard of their next generation and the nation, easily being carried away
by a temporary relief. So, there is a need of education to spread the awareness. The adult
education programs are imperative for countries like Nepal that had whopping literacy rate of
8.9% at the end of 20th century
(1961) and still marginal at 74% (2011). Adult education, the practice of teaching and educating
adults, needs to get significant portion of the education budget to make up for the disastrous
literacy rate among adults in the past as a result of incapacitated and depraved rulers,
politicians, and administrators. The adults determine the fate of their children and, therefore,
adults should at least be functionally literate if not educated. For the sustainable adult
education, the programs like “a child educating his parent” can be implemented by not letting
any child left behind for education in Nepal.

According to ILO, 2012 on Child Labour “Today, throughout the world, around 215 million
children work, many full-time. They do not go to school and have little or no time to play. Many
do not receive proper nutrition or care. They are denied the chance to be children. More than
half of them are exposed to the worst forms of child labour such as work in hazardous
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environments, slavery, or other forms of forced labour, illicit activities, including drug trafficking
and prostitution, as well as involvement in armed conflict”. A number of south Asian countries
have perilous child labour statistics. Though Nepal rank fourth starting from India, Bangladesh
and Pakistan, Nepal prominently sticks out because of its significantly lower population. 
According to Child Workers in Nepal Concerned Center, there are fifteen areas where children’s
works are
identified: Factory/Industry (carpets, garments/textiles), Mines and Quarry (coal mines and
quarries), Plantation (sugarcane, rice, tobacco, tea), Domestic service (private homes),
Shopkeeper/Service (vendor type shops), Transportation (as a conductor), Porters (short
distance porting for tourists/trekking), Construction Work (building roads, houses), Street work
(newspaper vending, shoe polishing, begging, street singing to pimping, prostitution, drug
trafficking), Commercial Sexual Exploitation (massage parlor and dance bars), Bonded Labour
(carpet factories, domestic servants, restaurants; stemmed from “Kamaiya system”, the bonded
labour system), Circuses/Music/Theater (magic shows, music programs, black ticketmaster in
movies), Publicity and Advertising (TV advertisements, radio programs, newspaper and
magazines though most of them can be categorized as child-works).

Recently, in 2011, when I was at Sarangkot, Pokhara, two children were fetched to be our
porters, to usher us to the hotel through rough trails leading to the bluff. Obviously, we didn’t
hand them our luggages. I was initially not comfortable getting children as our porters but I was
delighted to find that it was their part time job to make money for their school. Satisfied, I tipped
them well. According to http://www.goodweave.org, “Despite laws prohibiting it, child labour is
rampant in South Asia's handmade rug industry. Children ages 4 to 14 are kidnapped or sold
and forced to work as many as 18 hours a day to weave rugs that are destined for export
markets such as the United States and Germany. They are subjected to malnutrition, impaired
vision, deformities from sitting long hours in cramped loom sheds, respiratory diseases from
inhaling wool fibers and wounds from using sharp tools. Those working as bonded labourers
have no chance to earn their freedom and frequently earn little or no money.” It is a “modern
slavery”!!

The destitute children are vulnerable to sex abuse by their own friends, foreign nationals, and
police personnels, and can be easily lured to drug trafficking. Child Workers in Nepal
Concerned Center (CWIN:
http://www.cwin.org.np) is the first NGO (Non Governmental Organization) working for children’s
right in Nepal concerning child labour, street children, child marriage, bonded labour, child
trafficking, and exploitation. They are finding difficulties in building trust with those children who
have been harassed by the adults. The horrendous mental images entrenched in their mind is
almost indelible. There are also other reputable organizations for children such as SOS
Children’s Village and Nepal Children's Organization (NCO:Nepal Bal Sangathan in Nepali).
SOS children’s village was founded by Hermann Gmeiner in 1949 after the second world war to
help children in need afflicted by the war: who lost their homes, families, and security. The
concept is to provide long term family environment for orphaned and abandoned children. NCO
(http://www.nconepal.org/) is a national autonomous non-government organization commited to
providing most extensive programs for child care and development of excessive geographical
coverage. NCO’s focuses are on childcare and education for abandoned, orphaned and conflict
affected children; rehabilitation of dependent children of prisoners or low income families;
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promotion of children’s right; and national and international adoption of children with its
nationwide network. There are, however, heinous incidents and rumors, where such
organizations were implicated in selling children and talking commissions; 2004 incident at NCO
about Tamang family where the child was sent to the United States without parent’s permission.
Child trafficking is relatively high in these homes which are located near Indo-Nepal border and
higher among girls. There are also incidents of these organizations admitting the privileged
children not supposed to be there.

Among most of the street children, about 90% are boys. The picture of girls counterpart is
gloomier than boys in Nepal. Girls are selling sex to survive. Prostitution is flourishing in the
cities and towns as it has become the lucrative work when the country is beleaguered by
unrestrained poverty, lack of job opportunity, and illiteracy. The prostitutes are actively engaged
in massage centers, restaurants, lodges, and parlours.

When they migrate to cities, due to lack of skills and harsh city environment, they are bound to
choose the easy way out. Prostitution is illegal in Nepal, so it is operated covertly either dodging
or partnering with police. Every year more than 10,000 Nepali women end up at different Indian
brothels. They are lured either by their acquaintances or sometimes even by their relatives to
find the job there and are forced to prostitution. They have been found bereaved of their rights
and security and are  thrown to street when they can no longer satisfy their customers or are
diagnosed with HIV/AIDS or other sexually transmitted diseases.

These women are bound to be involved in flesh business for their survival overlooking the risk
of transmitting the disease.

Prostitution has been managed in a hotchpotch manner. There are voices from different
quarters about legalizing the prostitution so as to provide sex workers legal right which will also
check the exodus and, hence, the spread of sexaully transmitted disease. However, there is a
threat of encouraging women into flesh trade. Maiti Nepal
(http://www.maitinepal.org/) NGO has been engaged in the welfare of girls or women crusading
on to protect them from trafficking, domestic violence, child prostitiuion, child labour, and
various forms of exploitation as torture mostly commited by the male counterparts. The work of
such organization also prevents the vulnerability of poverty stricken women to involve in drug
trafficking being unaware of the national laws before getting sucked into this prospective illegal
business.

It has been the trend of Industrialized countries interested in recruiting migrants from the poor
countries for physical labour (low-skilled jobs) in risk prone working conditions especially
rejected by the native workers.
Gulf countries with lots of constructions projects and high demand of oil have attracted many
workers from Asian countries. According to Nepal Institute of Development Studies (NIDS -
2011), two thirds of Nepali working overseas were employed in the Gulf countries mainly Saudi
Arabia (42%), Qatar (11.5%), and UAE (United Arab Emirates: 9%) for heavy manual labour
often in high temperature with inadequate health service. I myself witnessed bunch of Nepali
workers employed as janitors at Bahrain Airports.  Besides India, there was also a trend for
Nepali women to work as housemaids in Gulf countries with the demand of women to fulfill the
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need for medical personnels, maintenance workers, and domestic workers after the oil crisis in
1979. The slowing down of infrastructure projects, however, resulted in the attrition of men
workers. The Nepali government also had to impose ban in 1998 as there were complaints
about pattern of abuses and mistreatments including sexual harassment. But Nepali women
were still travelling to those countries through illegal channels risking their life over existing
miserable condition. The ban was later lifted in
2003 to work in the organized sectors such as hospitals, hotels and shops.

Nepal’s development is possible only if its inhabitants, especially the children, are in a better
state - educated, secured, and healthy. The government should show some solidarity in child
rights and protection working in shoulder to shoulder with childcare organizations. Literacy is the
only cure in saving Nepali women from prostitution, however, the awareness programs in the
villages can at least be implemented as a patch work along with adult education. It is mandatory
that the ablution and sanitization of mentality of educated cream is vital in Nepal as they can
inflict more collateral damage, if digressed, than the illiterate ones.

(Gajurel, a Ph.D. in computer engineering from Case Western Reserve University, USA,
works as Computational Scientist at the same university. Email:
sanjaya.gajurel@gmail.com)
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