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Abstract:

Globalization should be beneficial in the long term. 
Developing countries through increased FDI and better access 
to world markets, should boost their exports, benefit from 
advanced techniques and skills, improved productivity, and 
increased number of productive jobs in the modern sector of 
the economy. With the increased rate of investment, MNCs are 
expected to rapidly increase the rate of jobs as compared to 
their relatively few jobs at present. Thus, income levels would 
also improve and would release economic pressure from poor 
families to depute their children to labor. Globalization should 
reduce the incidence of child labor in developing countries in 
the long run. Most child laborers come from poor families in 
South Asia like in other parts of the world. However, poverty 
is not the only reason children work, nor it is as central as 
many people think. Recent studies that examined the poverty 
role in child labor revealed that factors, such as education 
being low on the parents' priority list, especially in case of 
girls, and low standard education systems contribute equally 
to child labor, instead the poverty alone. Poor parent, 
illiteracy, socio-economic scenarios, poor education 
infrastructure, low awareness levels, high percentage of adult 
unemployment and under-employment are amongst the child 
labor generating factors. Perception of an early adulthood in 
South Asia also influences increased child labor. Expecting 
children of 10 years age to equate with adults in physical 
performance is another influential factor in many countries. 
Agriculture, child domestic labor (CDL), debt bondage, 
hazardous and export industries, child trafficking, and 
informal sector are some common platforms for child labor in 
South Asia. About 7.2% of South Asian children between 5 to 
14 years are laborers. On the basis of officially available 
statistics, it is estimated that in South Asia out of a total of 300 
million children, aged between 5 to 14 years, 21.6 million 
children are laborers. In Bangladesh, out of 35.06 million 
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children (5-14 years), 5.05 million children are working. 
Similarly in India, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, out of 210, 
6.23, 40, and 3.18 million children, 11.2, 1.66, 3.3 and 0.48 
million children are working respectively.

Child Labour Situation in South Asia1

Govind, a former child laborer from Nepal and a current activist with the 

South Asian Coalition Against Child Servitude (SACCS) in India says, 

"We want a world where the same system works for all children. I have 

heard that some people are talking about the right of children to work. I 

do not understand how those people are thinking against the feelings of 

children. Are they ready to send their own children to work? Who gave 

these people the right to make children their way of business? 2" 

Most child laborers come from poor families in South Asia like 

in other parts of the world. However, poverty is not the only reason 

children work, nor it is as central as many people think. Recent studies 

that examined the poverty role in child labor revealed that factors, such 

as education being low on the parents' priority list, specially in case of 

girls, and low standard education systems contribute equally to child 

labor, instead the poverty alone. Poverty is the main common excuse for 

the use of child labor. In reality, the irreplaceability of child labor is only 

a myth which has been proved. Conversely, education is an essential 

measure to eradicate poverty. Child labor perpetuates poverty. 

Although economic development helps in reducing child labor, poverty 

is not the essential ingredient for child labor or it does not bar children 

from attending school. The world-wide picture varies. In some countries 

only selected children are singled out to attain education. Some states, 

like Kerala in India, within less developed countries have successfully 

addressed child labor issue. Ratio between poverty and child labor varies 

in different countries like Yemen and Lebanon where 18.5% (10-14 
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years) and 45.3% (6-14 years) children were laboring in 2001 whereas 

the former ranks as low-income and the latter as upper-middle income 

country3. While Yemen and Lebanon are not South Asian countries, 

similar examples can be easily traced in the region. For example, the 

incidence of child labor in Sri Lanka was only 15% in 1999 although it 

ranked in low-middle income levels4. While economic growth and 

reduced child labor mutually benefit, their relationship is not always 

linear. Thus, child labor and economic development have two way 

relationship. The same is assumingly true for the world. About 7.2% of 

South Asian children between 5 to 14 years are laborers. On the basis of 

officially available statistics, it is estimated that in South Asia out of a 

total of 300 million children, aged between 5 to 14 years, 21.6 million 

children are laborers5. In Bangladesh, out of 35.06 million children (5-14 

years), 5.05 million children are working6. Similarly in India7, Nepal8, 

Pakistan9, and Sri Lanka10, out of 210, 6.23, 40, and 3.18 million 

children, 11.2, 1.66, 3.3 and 0.48 million children are working 

respectively.  

Poor parent, illiteracy, socio-economic scenarios, poor education 

infrastructure, low awareness levels, high percentage of adult 

unemployment and under-employment are amongst the child labor 

generating factors. Perception of an early adulthood in South Asia also 

influences increased child labor. Expecting children of 10 years age to 

equate with adults in physical performance is another influential factor in 

many countries. Agriculture, child domestic labor (CDL), debt bondage, 

hazardous and export industries, child trafficking, and informal sector are 

some common grounds for child labor in South Asia. Following passage 

gives a brief description of some of these sectors.
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Child Domestic Labor

Child labor prevails in across the South Asian countries. Child Domestic 

Labor is traditionally acceptable practice in South Asia. In accordance 

with ILO Convention 182 on Worst Forms of Child Labor, CLD 

incorporates work at third party house where exploitation takes place, 

trafficking, slavery or slavery like practices, hazardous environment 

detrimental to child’s physical, mental, and psychological health. 

Bangladesh accommodates about 300,000 Child Domestic Labor11. In 

India, 20% of all children under 14 years working outside the family 

home are in domestic service12. Nepal is home to some 62,000 child 

domestic workers who are under 14 years of age13. In Pakistan, some 

264,000 children are working in personal and social services14. Known 

child domestic laborers in Sri Lanka are about 100,00015.

Children Working in Hazardous Industries

The ILO Convention No. 182 (Article 3d) defines hazardous child labor 

as 'work which, by its nature or the circumstances in which it is carried

out, is likely to harm the health, safety, or morals of children'. Two 

million children in India16 are working in hazardous industries like brink 

manufacturing, fireworks manufacturing, glassware production, lock 

making, and stone quarrying. Carpet, biri, transportation, production, and 

construction industries constitute hazardous sectors in Nepal. More than 

40 hazardous occupations involve child labor in Bangladesh, an ILO 

study reveals17. It further revealed that consequences of child labor were 

usually harmful for the physical and mental development of children, 

except light work. In Pakistan 7% and 28% of child laborers suffered 

from illness/injuries frequently and occasionally respectively18. 

Most injuries to children are incurred in agriculture except in Sri 

Lanka19 where 90% children suffered no health or safety hazard 
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according to a report. In agriculture, children work with sharp tools and 

power machinery, handling and spraying of agrochemicals; caring for 

farm animals and herding sheep; crop picking and weeding; collecting 

fodder; and loading are some other tasks that children perform in this 

sector. Children in carpet weaving industry work with yawn preparation, 

wool sorting, washing, hand spinning and weaving,, dyeing and 

trimming etc. Children working in ceramics and glass factories are 

exposed to sorting and cutting glass, firing ceramics, coloring glass, 

drawing molten glass, carrying hot glass etc. Children who are working 

in abattoirs & processing, and in butcher shops  are involved in 

slaughtering of animals, cutting of carcasses, removing hair and skin of 

dead animals, cleaning pens, carrying carcasses, and use of water heating 

vessels, etc. Children who work in deep sea fishing are involved in 

diving to depths of 60 meters to beat on coral reefs to scare fish into nets. 

Children exposed to street work are supposed to hawking and vending 

goods, carrying drugs, selling newspapers, polishing shoes, begging, 

clearing car windows, red-light performances, delivery goods, and being 

messengers etc20.  

Children Working in Export Industries

Child labor is heavily prevalent in export industries in South Asia. 

Carpet and footwear in Pakistan and India, surgical in Pakistan, 

garments in Bangladesh21 are the main export industries. Nearly 3 

million of child labor exists in handmade carpet industry of South Asia. 

Trafficked children are subject to forced labor or sold into debt 

bondage22.

They face respirator diseases, deformities due to sitting in 

cramped loom sheds also impairing vision, and malnutrition. Rugs have a 

large share in export products of South Asia and also have huge number 



Globalization & Child Labour Situation in South Asia                                                      Imran Naseem

The Dialogue Volume III, Number 4549

of employees from poor background. The cycle of extreme poverty can 

not be broken till the exploitation of child is not addressed23. 

The historical ‘nimble fingers’ excuse in hazardous industries 

like glass manufacturing, gem polishing, mining and specially in the 

carpet industry is negated through research studies including ILO’s 

empirical study of over 2,000 carpet weavers24.

Child labor in garment industries of Bangladesh has been 

decreased to about 1% in 200325 from 43% in 199526.  About 206,194 

children are full time employees in Pakistani carpet industry which is 

95% exports oriented27. Studies negate the theory that for a thriving 

industry child labor is an essential ingredient, instead economic growth 

and technological advancements are. History shows that replacement of 

child labor with universal education contributes towards economic 

growth. While education is pivotal for development, child labor depicts 

an under investment in education and thereby in the future of nation. The 

universal completion of free education of good quality has been 

identified as the key to economic growth. Hence, 246 million children are 

denied their right to education as long as they continue to work. One 

wonders the achievement of universal education in the presence of this 

huge child labor force which also hinders the human capital 

development, which in turn is responsible for low productivity and 

income. The positive relationship between reduced child labor, increased 

school attendance and economic growth is well recognized through 

research studies in the developed countries. Education has played 

important role in rapid economic growth of many countries in East Asia, 

such as Korea28. One can safely assume the application of the same 

practice in South Asia for similar results.
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Child trafficking

Both, internal and external trafficking is prevalent in South Asia routing 

from Bangladesh and Nepal to Pakistan and India, and from there to the 

Middle East and South East Asia. Trafficked children are victims of 

sexual and labor exploitation. However, whereas much attention is given 

to external trafficking over the past few years, internal trafficking is more 

prevalent in South Asia. Similarly labor exploitation carries greater 

volume than the sexual exploitation. Trend in trafficking is from rural to 

urban and to other country or region. Indicators link this practice with 

poverty. Other factors include increasing rate of unsafe migration, weak 

law enforcement, physical abuse, forced marriages, ill treatment, and 

alcoholism etc. Armed conflicts in Nepal and Sri Lanka show an 

increased vulnerability of children and women to trafficking29. 

Similar trend is assumed to be true in Pakistan coupled with easy 

prey to radical tendencies. Likewise, gender inequality, commonly 

observed throughout the region, is also a factor contributing towards 

increased trafficking in South Asia.

Trafficking victims are often sold to many hands in chain from one form 

of exploitation to another. For example, many carpet weaving girls in 

Nepal are trafficked into the sex industry in India 30.

While internal trafficking data is not available for Bangladesh31, 

India32, and Nepal33, Pakistan34 and Sri Lanka35 are home to some 

100,000 and 5,000 unfortunate victims of internal trafficking 

respectively. Research reveals that about 13,220 children were smuggled 

out from Bangladesh between 1990 and 199536. India annually receives 

from 12,000 to 50,000 women and children who are trafficked from 

neighboring countries to serve in the sex trade of India37. About 12,000 

girls are annually trafficked from Nepal to neighboring countries38. 
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Bangladesh has been the source for some 200,000 women and children 

who were trafficked to Pakistan during 1990 and 200039.  Pakistan in turn 

has been the source for some 19,000 boys who have been trafficked to 

the Middle East to serve as camel jockeys40. Similarly sporadic external 

trafficking is also evident in Sri Lanka41.

Child Bonded Labor

Bonded labor is still affecting millions in South Asia, although 

legislation against this menace is in place except Bangladesh. Children 

inherit this slavery as they are enslaved against the loan taken by their 

parents. Bonded labor is a worst form of child labor as it hinders 

economic growth, increases poverty, undermines human capital 

development, restricts labor productivity, and badly mars the human 

rights picture. Extremely poor families are deprived of fruits of the 

development projects and entrapped in their socio-economic 

compulsions, increasing their vulnerability to bondage. In addition to 

their vulnerability to social exclusion and discrimination, migrants, 

minorities and low castes are also easy victims of forced labor mafia. 

Carpet weaving, brick kilns, mining, rice mills, match factories, stone 

cutting, quarries, and commercial sexual exploitation are the main 

sectors involving bonded labor other than the traditional agricultural 

production systems which are commonly based on casual wage labor and 

sharecropping42. 

Impacts of globalization on child labor?43

“Globalization is a term used to describe the increased liberalization and 

rapid expansion of world trade and investment. It has gathered speed at 

an unprecedented rate in recent years, forcing countries to be 

increasingly interdependent, and leaves them only the option of either 
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adapting rapidly in order to benefit from the prospects of growth and 

development that it holds out, or condemning themselves to an 

irreversible process of political, economic and social marginalization. 

For the developing countries, where over 95 per cent of the world's 

working children are to be found, adaptation to a globalizing economy 

basically means two things: first, they must be able to expand their 

exports; and second, they must be able to attract a greater volume of 

direct foreign investment”.44 The set trend shows that major inputs in 

both these areas come from the developed countries. Since there are very 

few specific case studies from which to draw any serious conclusions on 

the relationship between globalization and child labor, the research 

conducted and presented in ILO in 1997 reflects light on four very core 

questions like45. 

(i) Is child labor indispensable to the competitiveness of developing 

countries' industry in international commercial markets?

An ILO survey in India on the hand woven carpet industry answers this 

question in negative as final profit achieved with employment of child 

labor is surprisingly small i.e. 5-10%. Carpet importers in America 

reflected the possibility of the continued buying trends from India as far 

as the price is not increased by more than 15%. Thus the irreplaceablility 

of the child labor for economic reasons is rejected by the study as a 

myth. This small added cost of hiring adults can easily be absorbed. 

(ii) Does child labor give developing countries a competitive advantage 

in international trade?

OECD study negates this impression as unfounded. Nothing 

substantiates the myth that child labor intensive economies achieved 

better export results than countries with high labor standards, rather the 

incidence of child labor is already taking toll on many such countries 
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facing decreased exports due to restrictions and sanctions imposed by 

other countries on the products made with child labor. Hand-woven 

carpet export from South Asia dramatically decreased since mid 1980s in 

the same background which fell from 229 million dollars to 152 million 

dollars since 1983 till 1993. Furthermore, child labor undermines 

intellectual development of the child, an imperative for becoming 

productive adult. This further implies that lack of skilled manpower puts 

a country on a position of disadvantage in a fierce global competition. 

Hence, heavy investment in the human resource development is an 

imperative.  

(iii) Does child labor create an obstacle to direct foreign investment?

Answer, surprisingly, is negative again.  Multinational corporations 

seldom care for the means or manners of production; they do care for the 

profit. Hence their decisions to invest are determined by investment 

friendly policies, positive attitude of the governments for foreign 

investors, stable economic and political scenarios, and free repatriation 

of profits etc. Conversely, developing countries with high labor standards 

would avoid the adverse repercussions on the flow of direct foreign 

investment. 

(iv) Is globalization likely to bring about increased use of child labor, or 

will it in fact reduce it?

Globalization should be beneficial in the long term. Developing 

countries through increased FDI and better access to world markets, 

should boost their exports, benefit from advanced techniques and skills, 

improved productivity, and increased number of productive jobs in the 

modern sector of the economy. With the increased rate of investment, 

MNCs are expected to rapidly increase the rate of jobs as compared to 

their relatively few jobs at present. Thus, income levels would also 
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improve and would release economic pressure from poor families to 

depute their children in labor. Globalization should reduce the incidence 

of child labor in developing countries in the long run.

The following observation, however, should also be taken in account 

while considering the above reasoning46. 

(i) If not MNCs or their direct subsidiaries, the sub-contractors 

of these subsidiaries often employ huge child labor. 

Moreover, large export oriented national enterprises 

extensively practice sub-contracting. Consequently, sub-

contracting hinders child laborers’ access to the positive 

effects of direct job creation by the subsidiaries of MNCs.

(ii) Radical measures in globalization should be avoided, as 

stabilizing economy, balancing external debt and controlling 

inflation rates would require continued reform process and 

economic adjustment before any such country starts 

benefiting from globalization in terms of economic growth 

and job creation. Abrupt massive lay-offs, or immediate 

withdrawal of government subsidiaries could increase the 

number of families in absolute poverty, thus the child labor.

Measures for extracting benefits of globalization can be helpful 

sustaining economic growth, however, they will still fall short of 

overcoming in under-employment or eliminating poverty completely as 

the majority would continue to stick with traditional means of livelihood 

for long time. This necessitates that developing countries also invest in 

traditional agricultural productive systems and the urban informal sectors 

in order to eliminate child labor47.

The links between national, regional and global investment in 

eliminating child labor are particularly important in a world where 
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globalization is impacting upon markets and work. Globalization is 

generally considered to have resulted from policies of economic 

liberalization and deregulation; the breaking-down of barriers that hinder 

inter- state trade; cheaper telecommunications and transportation that 

have opened up new markets  and increased mobility; speedy 

transactions; and increasingly vertically integrated supply chains. These 

in particular have influenced the labor market and employment 

opportunities in those developing countries that have moved (or been in a 

position) to take advantage of them. This is particularly true in Asia, 

where the reputation of diligence and reliability is long-standing and the 

temptation to move production or services offshore has been relatively 

limited. Where the competition for the perceived increased returns 

available in globalized markets is keen, however, it is that unscrupulous 

parties will seek a comparative advantage by exploiting child labor. The 

lower costs of employing children and their inability to negotiate fair 

terms or conditions make children particularly vulnerable to exploitation. 

Commentators point out that this may contribute to the evidence that the 

gains to child well-being have slowed down in the era of globalization48. 

Ironically, research also shows that education is of vital importance in 

harnessing the potential positive impact of globalization. Upgraded 

working methods and quality control, more sophisticated management 

procedures and documentation, and better understanding of and 

compliance with legal frameworks have increased – and will continue to 

increase – the demand for literate, educated workers even at the level of 

the family business. This also has implications for child labor and for 

family decision-making about educating children49. Consideration of the 

links between child labor and globalization is again taking place within 

the broader conceptual framework of Decent Work. The World 
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Commission on the Social Dimension of Globalization50 has 

recommended that “decent work for all should be made a global goal and 

be pursued through complementary national and international policies”, 

noting that addressing the need to speed up the creation of jobs in all 

countries would help reduce social tensions in a country and economic 

friction between countries. The Commission has emphasized that the 

benefits of globalization can only reach everyone if the informal 

economy – where many child laborers are found – is brought into the 

economic mainstream where property and workers’ rights are protected, 

and where increased productivity and access to markets are more likely 

to result. The Commission noted that the socio-economic platform on 

which the global economy will be built must include the eradication of 

poverty and the attainment of the MDGs, the realization of which is 

intrinsically linked to the elimination of child labor. 
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